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	1. Fire Escape

Chapter 1  
>"Fire Escape"<p>

"_All war is deception." — Sun Tzu_

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, 2557**

"Wake up, John."

He was floating in a sea of black, body weightless and mind heavy. Her voice cut through the howling in his ears like the deep bass of the waves rolling in. One long roar after another, and he could hear nothing else. Feel nothing. Spartans never die, but he thought it might be like this—peaceful and easy after a lifetime fighting. Even if it were impossible, it made sense she would guide him there when it all ended.

"John… Wake up. Come on."

He felt heavier like gravity took hold, the bottom dropped, and his limbs were leaden as he was dragged under. The howling was louder, shorter, distressed. Something bright stabbed his eyes.

"Wake up dammit!"

It began in the center of his forehead, right between his eyes shuddering as they searched the darkness of his black lids: his pulse. It strengthened with each second, and he hung onto that steady drum and let it guide him out of the pit. Pain permeated him and settled at its heaviest in his throbbing head. He groaned, and the sound rattling through his chest and throat told him he was alive. Spartans never die. The light was sharp as his combat knife when he blinked his eyes open. Blurry shades of grey and black and flashes of red swirled around him, and in the eye of the storm, only one shape was unmoving.

"That's right! Get up, John!"

He blinked again to clear his eyes of the dizziness, gritted his teeth, and growled like a wounded animal as he forced his body to respond and tried to sit up. In front of him the image formed: black hair and a woman's face.

"Cortana?" Her name was gravel to his dry throat, and he finally succeeded in sitting up and facing her. The blood fell, emptying enough space in his throbbing head for the faintness to return. He sucked in a gust of air and concentrated on the fuzzy image of her face.

"What?"

Her voice was low and raspy with anxiety, a tone he didn't recognize, and he fought to gain his bearings. At last his gaze sharpened, and the blurry lines came into focus. Pieces of dark brown hair fell limp to her cheek while the rest was pulled in a hasty ponytail. Her skin was naturally olive complected but pale like she hadn't seen the sun in months. Freckles scattered across her face, her tense brow hooded over small hazel eyes, and her mouth was turned down in a frown.

She looked away from him to check over her shoulder anxiously and ordered, "Get up. We have to hurry. They'll be here any second."

His attention strayed beyond the stranger squatted beside him to their surroundings as he fit the pieces together. The sparse contents, the machines littered about, the examination table… _Medical division_, he understood, but the dim lighting signaled they had reverted to emergency power. He closed his eyes, clenched his jaw, and pushed away that ache in his head so he could think clearly. Last he remembered was his routine physical and psychological assessment. Now an alarm was blaring and red lights were flashing overhead. _Infinity _was under attack. The Covenant? The Didact? Had he failed?

He looked from the room to the stranger still watching him. Their gazes locked briefly, his searching for answers and hers brimming with replies, but she only offered a stern instruction, "Get up. I can't carry you."

John's body was heavy and numb, slow to respond and lax of its usual athleticism so that he felt like a rusted machine grappling to get the joints moving. Her hands gripped his side, she wedged her shoulder beneath his arm, and together they pushed. She groaned her aggravation for his weight and the difficulty of managing his brawn, but even numb, his body responded and forced him to his feet. His arm was dead weight over her shoulders, the ship jostled, and her knee buckled and sent her stumbling back into the wall with a chirp of protest. John caught himself with his palm on the wall and recognized in his delayed mind her small stature next to him now that they were standing. She was human and wearing a Marine's uniform. She glanced at him from beneath her knotted brow, looking at once frustrated and relieved. John was similarly aggravated, but he was regaining control and shucking off that paralyzed feeling more out of stubborn will power than anything. He was waking up.

"You've been drugged," she explained as the first answer to one of his unvoiced questions, and she held still to his side in case he might lose control and as if she had the strength to stave off 400 pounds of biologically engineered muscle. "We don't have time to wait for the effects to wear off. You have to push through it."

"I'm fine," he countered in a clipped tone and pushed away from the wall to stand before her with his spine straight and shoulders squared. It felt like the ground was swaying and rocking, like a ship pitching on the waves, and a sea of black waited to catch and consume him. A cold sweat broke across his brow, but he held perfectly steady.

She watched him for a moment, looking hesitant before her impatience overcame her and she nodded. "Good. We're going to make a run for the launch deck."

"I need my armor."

"There's no time!" she snapped back, and her voice rose with a sudden rush of aggravation. Any patience had burned away leaving her face flush and eyes flaming. "Listen to me. We have to go! We have to get off the ship!"

His mouth parted to respond when the gears on their right retracted loudly. The door began to rise, and without hesitation, she charged past him and slid for a Battle Rifle on the floor. Rather than turning it on him, she pointed at the doorway and shot before the door even finished rising. A Spartan-IV recoiled, his shield flaring as it dispersed the blast and weakened, and she shot again but missed when the same Spartan-IV ducked behind the cover of the doorway. Three red sights cut through the dimness, two landing on her and the last one on John whose gaze reeled to follow the action. Everything was too sharp. His head was throbbing, the dull ache pulsing behind his eyes like it might tear through his skull, but he ignored it and forced himself to focus on the back of his enemy's head. She was the intruder.

Glancing over her shoulder, her face was paler than before, and she warned, "Duck!"

Time seemed to lag. The red sights left her, all three pointed at John's chest, and he dropped to his knees, crouching as he heard the shots ring out in the corridor. He felt too slow. One flew past his neck, a few inches from piercing his helmetless face, and the doorway burst with the explosion of a grenade the woman had thrown. The floor shuddered, and the space was awash with the smell of sweet, hot metal and the dirt taste of gunpowder. The flashing alarm echoed amid the lingering haze being cleared by the ship's ventilation system, and the woman hurried through its brief cover to John's side. This time her rifle was pointed at him more defensively than as a threat.

Searching his vacant expression, she muttered, "Let's keep moving."

John didn't respond, and they heard a group of Marines running toward the explosion. Clenching her jaw and cursing under her breath, she turned and led them through the back door where she checked each direction to be sure it was clear. She tilted her head for him to follow, and they started toward one end of the adjoining hallway and paused at the door.

"What's going on?" he asked, tone unapologetically neutral though lowered, and he glanced at her weapon and trusted his reflexes would be fast enough to take her down. The brief skirmish only succeeded in blurring the line between his friends and foes and confusing his already dizzy mind. He hadn't yet decided in which category she fell considering what her uniform told him: it was too large for her. The adrenaline was pumping through him and washing away the remnants of numbness lingering in his muscles and bones. The last effects made him feel lethargic and gave him a chainsaw migraine, but that could be easily managed. More concerning was his current predicament, and he had the sense any answer she gave him wouldn't clear the muddy water.

"UNSC forces," she answered and glimpsed back at him as if to be sure he was still following her lead. When their gazes met, her lips flattened reluctantly before she admitted, "They're coming for you."

A frown settled into the wrinkles in his brow, and he searched for the tail end of a lie. Nothing. "Why?" he asked quietly and tried to rationalize what he had seen and what she was telling him. _The Didact_… It had been able to control the Covenant and Prometheans within seconds, but this thought only spawned more questions. He had failed; Cortana had died for nothing… But how? Why would he be the target? Vengeance?

Readjusting her grip on her weapon, she seemed to grapple momentarily with the answer he needed but avoided it. "They have tranquilizer rounds and high charge tasers… They want you alive. If we make it to the launch deck, I'll explain everything."

"I need my armor," he repeated, and his body was awash with determination until even his features settled into a stony expression of resolve. He couldn't fight the Didact out of uniform. He wouldn't be strong enough and now without Cortana… He shook his head as if to clear it of that thought, but he couldn't swallow down the acidic mouthful of guilt the memory brought. They were supposed to protect each other, and when the end came, they would meet Death together—like old friends.

"John!" she snapped and seized his attention in one swoop so that his blue eyes spun to focus on her. Holding his gaze, she seemed to be searching for something, maybe an explanation for his wandering mind, and spelled out stiffly, "In a few minutes, they're going to have this deck and the whole ship on lockdown. We only have one shot at getting out of here."

"Go."

He'd never asked for her help. He didn't even know who she really was, why she was here, or what her motivation was for rescuing him. John glanced about them and oriented himself. They were still on the SPARTAN-IV Training Deck and close to the armor station. Depending on the number of Marines and Spartans flooding the corridor, he could reach it within minutes, and if he were lucky, some scientist would be near to apply his armor. He thought of the Didact again. How many were under its control?

"You can't help anyone if you're captured!" she snarled sharply like a dog baring its teeth only to bow her head and compose herself. She speared him with her fierce gaze again from beneath her brow. "You don't have any friends, John. Not anymore. Not here. We have to go."

Cortana would be able to scan the systems, locate the threat, and brief him on the situation, and the sensation of blindness confronted him. He wasn't accustomed to running into battle without foresight, and yet his closest ally had died and left him alone. _You started off alone_, he reminded himself and mistakenly glanced at this stranger who he had every reason to shoot and leave. Something in her eyes was so haggard and desperate, but he looked away from them before grabbing her by the scruff of her shirt and yanking her back. The door beside them opened as she fell, and he stole her rifle from her hands while stepping forward and aiming for the Marine who dared to sneak up on them. His sights focused on the man's head half-visible beneath his helmet and fell as he pulled the trigger, hitting the soldier at his shoulder in the slender gap between his chest plating and shoulder guard. The next was afforded the same clemency and the one behind him as well so swift the shots were nearly indecipherable. It wouldn't kill them, but it would slow them down. John ducked behind the cover of the threshold while retaliation shots rang out, but the Marines couldn't reach them.

"Launch deck's two floors up," he said and mentally tallied how many bullets had been used. He was thinking faster, pushing through the persistent throbbing, and he could feel himself regaining control.

Her face fell warily at his unannounced change, and she glanced at the Battle Rifle in his hands. Her misgivings settled into the frown on her face, but she said nothing and pulled out a Magnum from the holster at her thigh. John took off the opposite direction, crouching slightly, grasping the rifle in both hands, and searched ahead of them for any movement.

She started after him and hurried to match his pace while she muttered, "Elevators are out. We'll have to take the stairs."

He had assumed as much. It was all standard procedure for containing and neutralizing any threat aboard a vessel, and they'd already wasted valuable time with nothing to show for it. He had been prepared for a routine evaluation in a spare uniform, not his armor. They always called him in to assess his physical and mental health after each mission so that they could chart his progress and watch for any signs of diminished capacity. Even machines grow old. He wasn't prepared for battle, but then, that was the best time to strike.

The entry to the stairs was ahead on their left, but John ducked behind the cover of a nearby corridor with the woman at his heels as they heard sounds echoing down the hall. Footsteps. Too many to decipher, and the howling of the alarm overheard drowned out the noise in his ears. By the tone and echo pattern that he could decipher, he estimated their location on the map in his head and quickly strung together the best tactic to avoid combat. These were UNSC fighters—his brothers in arms, members of a much larger team. When he was young and pitted in a boxing ring with ODSTs, he only had three ways of classifying others: those he obeyed, those he helped, and those he killed. Now, years of fighting had taught him that the lines were never so perfectly drawn. He would defend himself and take out eminent threats, but if possible, he didn't want to cause them harm. They were just pawns in the Didact's game, and he would find a way to end it—somehow.

His gaze dropped, allowing him to catch the woman from the corner of his eyes, but neither his face nor stance gave any indication as to his thoughts on her. His unannounced ally had taken a bolder approach in the brief time he had been beside her, and he couldn't waste valuable time reigning in her bravado. They would reach the launch deck like ghosts. It was their best option. It was their only option.

He began to motion to explain his plan but paused, wondering if she would know standard military hand signals. The Marine uniform was a sham. It would be best if he shook her, but for now, he dealt with her. Under his breath he explained, "We do not engage unless necessary. We make for the stairs on my mark."

His gaze was still lowered so that he caught the stiff nod she offered him, and he lengthened his neck to better hear the sounds of the soldiers. They had been heading to the main hall of the medical wing, no doubt called to the room where John had been, but now they switched directions and returned back where they had come from—faster. Their orders had changed. They were on to them.

"Mark," he snapped, and both abandoned their cover into the empty hall and hurried with light steps to the stairs where John stepped in to clear the first level of the stairwell, paused on the landing, and looked up to the next floor. "Clear."

The woman covered him from behind, relying on her sight where John had been able to use his hearing, and she recoiled as a bullet sprung past her face and punctured the metal beside her. She returned two shots and heard one deflect off the corner and the other find its mark. She hurried up the stairs with a dry warning, "They found us."

Casper flew out his tactical window.

John bounded up the stairs two at a time to reach the next level where he stepped aside to cover the door while she rushed past him, Magnum in hand and pointed steadily ahead of her. She took the next landing and checked to be sure no one was waiting for them. John followed after her and watched their backs where the soldiers were clearing the stairs after them. They would be funneled into a tight space. It was the perfect set up for a grenade, but he had none and wouldn't have tossed it if he did. Even if his stealth plan had failed, he would stick to his guns—or avoid them, rather.

"Clear," she said, watching the doorway and down one direction of the adjoining hall, while John stepped out and pointed his rifle the opposite direction.

It was empty, but not for long if the soldiers behind them had anything to say about it. The launch pad was on this deck, and he knew the _Infinity_ was stocked with everything from Falcons to Longswords. Even if they made it, how far would they get before the UNSC caught up to them or the Didact for that matter? His mission was to reach the launch pad and leave the ship. He would decide what followed after that.

"This way, Chief," she muttered and stepped past him to take the lead again.

He assumed she liked to be in charge, and for now he could hang back and cover their exit. The UNSC soldiers were stalled clearing the stairwell as they had and were careful not to rush up after them, but still, the hunt would continue sooner rather than later.

They paused at the entrance to the launch area where she keyed in the code. The gears retracted with a hiss of changing pressure, and the door lifted while she crouched near the corner and gazed down the short corridor. It was only occupied by the flashing lights and persistent howl of the alarm, and John took a step forward. All at once she lifted her fist, and he froze, watching her acutely to see what she had discovered.

A lone soldier strode along the other end of the corridor on patrol of the launch deck, paused just beyond her sights, and answered a call on his COM. She lifted one finger to signal what she saw, but she couldn't decipher his hushed words. When she heard his footfalls on the metal their direction, she understood, lifted her Magnum, and prepared to engage. The moment he was near enough for her to have a clear shot, her view was impended by John's burly body bounding through the threshold. He caught the nozzle of the man's weapon and tore it aside where the bullet missed his chest and screeched into the metal behind him, and immediately, his elbow swiped into the man's exposed chin and sent him recoiling with a short groan of pain. There was a snap. His jaw broke. He fell unconscious onto the floor, and the woman stepped up beside John to see the soldier crumpled like a ragdoll.

"You know for a Spartan," she said softly and watched the blood trailing from the man's mouth and pooling on the metal floor, "I didn't expect you to be such a hippie."

Her lips edged into a sarcastic smirk, both ironic and humorless, but John ignored her. She tucked her Magnum back into its holster and policed the soldier's MA6 and two packs of ammo.

Another of his silent questions had been answered by this short encounter: she had some sort of military training.

The door closed behind them. If they were lucky, the Marines following them would search each direction to track them though the obvious target was the launch deck. John was usually lucky, but he was counting his teeth today. Nothing was going right. He needed to think. He needed to breathe. Time wasn't often something he could afford. The flashing lights and howl of the alarm were bullets to his brain for the way they attacked his throbbing head. He'd seen James help take down two Hunters with half his left arm burned off. This was nothing.

They continued through another door; the following would open to the launch station. Directly ahead of them would be the controls which they would need to access to prep whichever spacecraft they decided to commandeer, but undoubtedly it would be guarded given they were aware of John and the woman's movements and their end goal. If they opened the door now, they would be charging blind into a possible ambush. They were outnumbered and out matched. The usual tactics Déjà had taught him wouldn't apply. They needed something unexpected to give them the edge. Evidently his new ally had already thought of this.

"Don't sweat," she said and pushed back the cuff on her shirt to reveal a detachable timer from some explosive attached to her wrist. "6 seconds, and we'll be home free—hopefully."

A 'V' formed between his brows as he briefly assessed her face and tone for some clue as to her master plan, but her poker face was in effect. Only her final word lingered and alerted him it was a risky maneuver. He braced himself, taking a better handle of his weapon in preparation, and watched the digital numbers steadily count backward.

_3…_

He thought of the Marines who had been on their tail and glanced toward the door they had just entered. If her plan failed, they'd be sitting ducks stuck between the two forces.

_2…_

"Hold on, John," she warned and placed a hand against the wall to steel herself.

He similarly found a hold and saw the timer flicker to _1_—

—nothing happened.

The woman frowned and growled out, "Shit," under her breath. They were on their own with no better plan than to charge into the adjoining room with guns blazing. It was amateur. He might have made such a mistake at six years old when Dr. Halsey found him, but Déjà's first lessons were strategy and tactics.

He began to stand, but she commanded, "Wait!"

He halted, half-standing from his crouched position, looked to her, and watched how the thin strands of hair hanging in her face shivered with every short exhale. She gritted her teeth in momentary frustration. It had failed. They needed to move on.

Then it triggered all at once, but he recognized it more as a shudder in the floor like mild turbulence on a plane. A fleeting smile teased her features, and she pounced up to her feet. John followed suit, and soon the intercom hissed to life. He recognized Captain Thomas Lasky's voice:

"_All hands brace for emergency thruster maneuver._"

The ship lurched as the emergency thrusters immediately kicked in. The woman tumbled forward into the door in front of them while John's hand snapped out and caught him. She punched in the codes without comment, oblivious to his hard stare centered on her. She'd taken out one of _Infinity_'s engines. They were in orbit around Earth nearing the space dock. This close Earth's gravity could take hold, suck them into the atmosphere, burn up the metal hull, send them spiraling toward the surface, and kill hundreds of thousands—maybe _millions _of innocent people.

John learned something else about his abettor: she was crazy.

The door jerked open but stopped halfway, signaling the ship had been placed on full emergency lockdown. Override codes would be needed to access doors and computers. It wouldn't be impossible to hack into the system. Worse, it would be time consuming, and time was all that stood between them and the 6,000 Marines aboard the _Infinity_. As if unconcerned with how this affected their escape plan, she ducked beneath the edge, and shots rang out as John followed after her, practically doubling over himself to squeeze through the small space. The seven Marines guarding the launch station hadn't had the time to brace themselves and were scattered across the floor in all variety of positions. They hadn't expected the thrusters to kick in, and they certainly didn't think the culprit behind this explosive Houdini act would charge at them next. They tried to jump to their feet or roll out of the line of fire.

Three were hit: one was killed instantly, and the other two had been wounded and were taking cover. The woman dove out of the return gunfire and hid behind a few stacked crates. She had drawn their attention, and bullets pelted the crates even after she disappeared from view. John took advantage of the diversion and twisted around the corner shrouding him. He peered through the rifle's sight and found his target. He fired, and the three successive shots pierced through the Marine's helmet, causing the soldier to fall back and slump dead onto the floor. Meanwhile, the woman knelt behind one of the crates while peering over the edge with her weapon in hand and covered John who stepped around the edge and forward where his shot was clear for the next soldier. Three were dead, and the other four were either wounded or stranded in an open space with no appropriate cover to hide behind. They were disposed of within minutes, but it felt three times longer to John. Every second was precious. Reinforcements would come blasting through that door at any moment. They had to hurry.

"Come on!" the woman called to him and ran toward a Pelican-D79 that had been loaded onto a launching pad. All available spacecrafts had been launched to distract the Didact while John infiltrated its core to plant the nuclear warhead. The Pelican was one of the few crafts that remained. They needed to get to the control panel to override the codes and open the air-locks, but John followed after her and assumed she had more explosives up her baggy sleeves.

Instead she circled around to the launch kiosk where she commanded, "Prep for launch," took out a data pad from a small pack at her back, and linked into the network. John left her to hack in and override the systems, and inevitably he thought of Cortana who could have the locks open within minutes. How long would it take his new accomplice? He couldn't be sure, so he hurried to the pilot's seat to power up the systems, warm the engines, check the guns, and load up the map to confirm their position and devise the best escape route with mechanical efficiency.

"We've got company," the woman warned him from outside. "I need cover!"

His tasks were completed, and he instantly abandoned his seat to pick up his Battle Rifle and return to the launching pad. The Marines had followed them and pried open the door at the opposite end of the launching station where they were advancing. Too many for John and her to take out like the others, and they were in the weaker vantage point now. He raised his rifle and shot down two Marines without hesitation while the woman crouched beside the panel and continued typing furiously at her pad.

"I'm in the system, but the ship's AI keeps blocking me!" she called out, an angry bite to her tone. The first gateway had been opened, but the successive ones were stalled much like the half-ajar door they had passed beneath to enter the room.

He tore through the first round and snapped, "Ammo!"

She promptly ripped open one of her pockets and tossed him fresh magazine which he caught and loaded so quickly it seemed like he had only paused to breathe. The Marines were scattering and taking cover, making it harder to neutralize them and sustain their returned fire. Five Spartan-IV's brought up the rear. John fell back.

"How far out?" he yelled over to the woman who didn't respond.

They couldn't be this close and fail. That wasn't an option. They needed a new plan. He glanced over his shoulder where the lock doors were still ajar and stalled. A new tactic popped into his head: one that made him look crazy and tested his luck.

"Fall back!" he commanded the woman and sustained his fire to keep the Marines distracted and the Spartans from charging.

"I'm not—"

"Fall back," he repeated without giving her the chance to disregard him, and she yanked her link from the kiosk, tucked away her data pad, and picked up her MA6 to shoot as she retreated up into the co-pilot seat of the craft.

John took the pilot's seat, checked the status of the engines and weapons, and lastly considered the tranquilizer dart sticking from his thigh courtesy of another Spartan. Frowning, he tore it out and tossed it onto the floor beneath him. He'd worry about it later. He lifted the Pelican from the launching pad and maneuvered through the narrow gap in the first air-lock.

The COM channel crackled briefly, and then she wondered from behind him, "_What's the plan, Chief?_"

The emergency air-lock was even smaller, and the roof of the Pelican scraped the top like nails on a chalkboard as they squeezed through. The paint peeled away, the metal was scratched, but the craft was in tact. The sound of bullets disappeared.

"Man the M6 cannon," he instructed and switched controls from the rail turret to the mounted cannons.

"_I always like to make an exit_," she returned dryly.

Ahead of them, the last and final air-lock was sealed tight.

"_Cannon's hot_."

John took a beat. The sound of his pulse thundering in his ears lagged behind: every repercussion was spreading the sedative through his veins. A numbness started in his feet as if he were dipping them in ice water. By contrast, his chest and head felt like they were licked by flames. His brow knotted above his blue eyes, hooding and shading them, and he forced the whole of his concentration on the last barrier between them and space.

_Focus_, he ordered himself. To her, he said, "Fire."

He could barely feel his fingers as they launched the series of turret missiles whose tails flared briefly and then trailed along as they shot straight for the air-lock. A burst of red fired after them, but it quickly overtook them and buried into the metal first, the missiles nestling and bursting after it. Their screens were momentarily blinded by the rush of smoke that lingered and lethargically dispersed into the air. The metal was warped and blackened in places but in tact.

"Again," John commanded. He wasn't sure he hit the switch. He couldn't feel it, but the missiles from the other wing fired. The laser charged past them. All met their mark, and this time the smoke didn't linger. It was sucked out into space.

Fresh alarms from inside the _Infinity_ started up to signal a breach. The emergency air-lock closed behind them. Their only option was a small shredded gap, as narrow as the last air-lock but jagged and uneven. The numbness seized his arms and thighs. He didn't have long before he lost control and fell unconscious. There was no time for him to reload and try to clean up the breach. He pushed the throttle to maximum burn.

The COM was silent as the Pelican hurdled forward, the size of a toy plane in comparison to the _Infinity. _One fraction of a miscalculation could send them crashing into the metal instead of through it. The last aircraft he'd flown, he'd deliberately wrecked and survived, but he didn't have his MJOLNIR armor to protect him this time; he also had a human co-pilot to think of.

"_I hope you know what you're doing_," her voice finally whispered over the channel.

"Hold on," John returned in an even tone, void of fear or concern, and angled the ship to match the widest part of the gash. There was no turning back. There was no stopping. Time seemed to slow when they neared the split, close enough for him to see how slim their chances of surviving, and then it jumped forward all at once as if it were squeezing through the slender gap with them. Metal upon metal screeched, louder and sharper than before, the Pelican jostled and struggled against the thin space, and John held steady to the throttle even as alarms screamed to life across his controls. One signaled the thrusters had reached their limit. He kept pushing.

They burst through the air-lock and swung back, curving alongside the _Infinity_ and dropping near enough to Earth to catch the orbit. The thrusters maxed out, but the orbit propelled them around to the dark side of the planet and away from the _Infinity_. His head was spinning. Darkness funneled around his eyes like sharks circling closer and closer. A thousand tons weighed on his chest, feeling like it might crush his ribs. He fought for his last movements.

John transferred the pilot controls to her before everything went black.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note<strong>: Hey lovelies! I wanted to take a moment to point out, in case it's not already obvious, that this is not a strictly canon Halo fic. I'm taking the Halo universe and placing my own spin on things, and if that bothers those die-hard fans out there, then you might want to find something else more suitable to your standards. I'll add that I've read the majority of _Fall of Reach _(still working on it!), and I have played the games, so I'm using what I've drawn from those as a cornerstone. This is a story about John-117, deception, and retribution. If that interests you, enjoy xoxo


	2. Free Fall

Chapter 2  
>"Free Fall"<p>

_"Anything worth living for," said Nately, "is worth dying for."  
><em>_"And anything worth dying for," answered the old man, "is certainly worth living for." — Catch 22_

Lieutenant Samaire Quinn buried her right fist into the seventy-kilogram bag, her left followed barely a breath later, and the blunt strikes ricocheted through the room. The swing felt off—she tested it again with a powerful series of jabs—or maybe she wasn't as strong as she remembered. Her back, arms, and chest were burning. Sweat dripped from her chin. Pieces of her dark hair curled across her temples and cheeks in random designs. She'd been space side for too long: She needed real air, real gravity, maybe even a bit of sun… Her fists recoiled naturally to cover her face, giving her a moment to breathe, but it tasted stale and felt hollow in her lungs. There was never enough air out here. Space was a convenient scapegoat to keep her from acknowledging the personal ramifications of this mission. It was both her driving force and her Achilles' heel, and now that a certain Spartan-II had skyrocketed into her view at full burn, it eclipsed everything else. This could be the beginning of a new era; this is what she needed after fourteen years of planning and waiting. There was no turning back. Food and sleep were obscured by its overarching shadow, and she could almost feel her athletic figure whittling away to something more sinewy and boney like a prepubescent boy, all angles and no meat, as she traded another night's sleep for time working her hands. She'd up her protein and vitamin intake to compensate. She exhaled shortly and struck again. Her muscles flared with protest, but her mind was elsewhere.

The bag didn't give, and Sam hesitated and assessed its static position when a familiar face bobbed around the edge—Anya Flynn, the youngest member on her team. Her short copper hair was sticking up slightly as though freshly mussed, and her large, green eyes gazed at Sam. She hadn't quite mastered her poker face, so that the look teemed with unspoken assumptions, which the lieutenant pointedly ignored. Sam had been reluctant about recruiting her. Anya was still wet behind the ears, but she was the sharpest shooter the lieutenant had seen this side of the UNSC in awhile. Her dad was an ex-military sniper and taught his baby girl to shoot straight and shoot right. That coupled with an intuitive feel behind the sights gave her uncanny precision. In the Old West, she might've given Annie Oakley a run for her money. Anya's chief shortcomings were her age and lack of combat experience, but Sam had seen what she could do in training. She was sure those skills would translate on the field in a lethal way.

"I thought you were resting," Anya commented when Sam didn't offer a salutation. The lieutenant was too absorbed in her thoughts to worry about social protocol this morning.

"Yeah, well," Sam replied breathlessly and twisted to kick the bag with a short grunt, "I changed my mind."

The lights flickered overhead, and Anya glanced up almost nervously like they might die out. Sam's focus never strayed. She'd become immune to the ticks, clicks, and groans of the old craft. It gave the vessel a bit of character like the numerous soldiers who had filed in and out of its mouth had given it a life of its own. Sam jabbed and followed with a right hook, feeling it resonate deep into her ribs.

Anya held steady to the bag for Sam's continued assault, but the lieutenant prodded between sets, "Got news?"

Her youthful features were smooth and relaxed, making her look more melancholy and reluctant than Sam knew her to be. She quietly answered, "He's awake."

Sam's feet stilled immediately though her fists remained framing her face. Her hazel eyes flicked back and forth as she processed this news, and she demanded, "Time."

"0437—give or take a minute."

He'd slept over twelve hours, but frankly, she was more surprised he wasn't in a coma. By the time she rendezvoused with her team, John's heart rate and blood pressure had dropped considerably. The combination of drugs delivered in high dosages within less than an hour's time had induced hypotension including an abnormal heartbeat and lowered breathing. He was teetering on the thin line between cardiac arrest and neural shock, and when neither of those came to pass, a coma seemed like the next possibility. He was unresponsive to stimuli, which Cassidy attributed to the heavy sedatives and John's high pain threshold, but all Sam could keep thinking was, _Not like this_. A war hero who had participated in over two hundred battles could not be bested by an _overdose_. Though, Herakles was inadvertently poisoned by his wife: Sometimes the greatest of men were toppled by the smallest of measures. Cassidy did her best to stabilize his vitals and began an IV program to flush the drugs out of his system. There were signs of improvement. They were small, but they were there. He just needed time. His saving grace was that he was a Spartan and a damn lucky, persevering one at that.

Sam realized Anya was watching her still, and she dropped her fists to her sides. "Does anyone else know?"

"Not yet. Hiro kept the intercom quiet and sent me just like you ordered."

She nodded shortly, tore open her gloves with her teeth, and removed them. Her team was anxious about having the Spartan onboard to the point of being superstitious as if the Roman god Mars had stowed away on their ship. She could understand their misgivings. She'd left on an intel mission and returned with the UNSC's most valuable asset. No one liked snags—especially not 400-pound, seven-feet-tall snags who could kill you in ways you'd never imagined. At least if they thought he was unconscious, they could revel in their false sense of security. All things considered, Anya appeared to be handling it well. The rest of her team would need to follow suit.

"Good," Sam muttered and unwrapped her hands next. "Has he said anything?"

"No," the redhead answered in the same, distanced tone while she plucked Sam's sweater off the floor and tossed it. "He just sits there and stares—like a machine."

Sam caught it with one hand and tugged it over her head. The thin knit was oversized and bore unattractive holes under the arms from wear, but it added bulk to her shape. She liked that. She slung the wrappings across her shoulder to be rolled later, smoothed the rogue strands sticking to her face back toward her ponytail, and headed out of the room. It was a storage space converted into their "gym" with barely enough area to place a punching bag, free weights, and a jump rope, but it's purpose wasn't for training—not explicitly anyway. The _Acheron_ had been her team's home away from home for weeks now. Given the cramped quarters and sporadic nature of their mission, they needed some way to let off steam and stave off boredom before they lunged at each other.

"Wake up Green," Sam ordered. "Get her on deck for a checkup."

"Yes, ma'am."

The lieutenant descended a level to the brig, which also doubled now as a makeshift infirmary. It hadn't been her idea, but it was the only room with a monitor that revealed the interior without needing someone to access the space. It was safer for her team and made them feel better to have the Master Chief separated from them by a layer of virtually impenetrable metal. Alighting the sloped platform, Sam discovered the narrow hallway crowded by two of her team members. Her features hardened subtly in aggravation, but the men were too engaged in their conversation to notice.

Within reach, Sam wondered sharply, "How are the files coming, Boone?"

A man with short brown hair snapped to attention, and Sam almost smiled—almost. Noah Boone was freshly chewed up and spit out of the UNSC's Office of Naval Intelligence, but not before spending some time in jail for accessing information well beyond his security clearance. He was charged with five counts. The actual number was exponentially larger, but he'd been tidier about his tracks in the first years. In fact, Sam had read the file, wondered at his sloppiness, and decided Boone had gotten bored or cocky. Both were dangerous for a man in his position. While quick to mete out punishment, ONI had conveniently overlooked his semi-photographic memory. Then again, he'd never confessed to having one. Boone kept his secrets and enjoyed unraveling others': Sam could appreciate that and use it to her advantage.

"Slowly, Lieutenant," he responded, "it's an alpha priority red encryption that automatically scrambles itself each half-cycle and—"

"You've got some work to do then," she interrupted shortly.

"Yes, ma'am." He stood straighter in place of a salute and withdrew to continue his work.

Sam was left to consider Hiro Takeda who she had charged with guarding the door and keeping an eye on their valuable cargo, discretely.

"I said no visitors," she reminded him with a sharp look.

Hiro plucked the toothpick from his mouth, clicked his tongue behind his teeth, and responded, "It's Boone. You can't keep anything from him."

He returned the toothpick and rolled the wood to a less worn spot where he continued chewing. Their resident ghost was disarmingly attractive with rich, dark eyes, black hair swept back from his face, and the type of wolfish smile that made men bristle and hide their daughters. Sam didn't know much about his early background other than he'd been born to a prestigious family in Japan and fifteen years later disowned by them. She imagined it had something to do with his authority issues and his penchant for sneaking into confidential areas—including up the wrong daughters' skirts.

"Back to Lieutenant Quinn," he commented, not sparing a glance down her sweaty, baggy clothes.

"Don't sound so disappointed," she returned and frowned, though the thought of the Marine who woke up in a storage container bound and half-naked aboard _Infinity_ threatened to turn her mood around. She wondered how long it took his friends to find him, before Hiro interrupted her thoughts.

"I like a woman in uniform." He met her gaze and smiled.

Sam's fingers twitched for want of her combat knife, but she ordered stiffly, "Open the door."

Hiro kept up his smile in a way that made Sam's insides feel twisted, but he reached to type in the codes and unlocked the door without further comment. He added a bit of muscle to help it open considering the old hinges, but Sam wasn't prepared for what the cabin door would uncover: the room in total darkness.

"What happened to the light?" she asked, and Hiro's smile fell as he glanced inside the confines.

"I don't know," he answered. "It's an old ship…"

Hadn't he checked the monitor since he called her? That was careless. Sam would reprimand him later, but for now she lifted her hand to silence him and motioned behind the cover of the door for him to pass her his Magnum. He'd laughed at her for insisting he wear it while guarding the Spartan—"If he doesn't go down by the rifle, what makes you think a pistol's going to help?"—but she wanted him armed and prepared for anything. Hiro handed it to her on full alert now, and she tucked it into the back of her pants where the tail of her sweater obscured it from sight. She had the sense she'd need an Ace up her sleeve.

She cautiously stepped inside the room. The light filtering in from the hallway was all she had, and it threw dense shadows across the space. It looked empty. They'd shackled him to the thin cot against the left wall, but from what her distorted vision could see, the cot was bare and the IV and heart rate monitor beside it were abandoned. She quieted her breath even as the adrenaline spiked through her and took another soundless step. The air felt charged and thick inside these walls. Something was about to spark. Her eyes probed the darkness, and she swore a shadow moved like lightening from the corner of her vision.

All at once the door slammed shut behind her, sending the room into complete blackness, and Sam was jerked back by one of her hand wraps now stretched across her throat. She'd forgotten about them hanging over her shoulder, but her reflexes were sharp. She'd managed to get her right hand under the fabric and held it, but it cut into the flesh of her palm and around her neck as he pulled tighter. She wasn't sure which would tear first—the fabric or her skin. She was smaller and weaker than him: She'd have to change those shortcomings into strengths. She twisted, her left leg slid behind his right, and she ducked under his arm while turning her head and pushing with her hand. It gave her just enough space to slip the fabric past her ear and over her head. Immediately she side kicked for his knee. Her defensive attack sliced through empty air and knocked over the heart rate monitor, and she let her momentum twist her back the opposite direction, her forearms rising to protect her face.

She was blind, she was already exhausted, and she was thrown into a fight with the best soldier the UNSC had ever manufactured. She should've stayed outside, but it was never her prerogative to stand aside. First, she needed to do something about her blindness: She reached behind her, picked up the IV pole, and swung through the blackness. It hit something, rattling up the metal into her bones as if she'd hit a brick wall, and she sprung forward to engage. She couldn't hide in the sparse room and couldn't give him the chance to overcome her, so she pushed herself past his reach where they'd grapple in close contact and where she might actually have half a shot. Her right fist flew forward, aiming blindly for a body shot, only to feel his forearm propel down and deflect the attack. Her teeth gritted as the pain flared up her bones. He could've snapped them both like twigs, and she thrust her knee toward his groin to test how human he was. He blocked her again. Did his superhuman abilities include night vision? Sam threw a series of powerful punches in close succession, thinking she could manage to land something, but he parried each one with mechanical precision. She suddenly felt like a dog chasing its tail. Why hadn't he retaliated? He could pulverize her like a pest under his heel, and yet he hadn't offered a single blow. Was he smoking her out to see what she could do? Well then…

Her left hook swung for his waist, he reached to block it, but her attack was a hoax. She caught his wrist and forearm and immediately ran, her feet kicked the wall, she flipped backward over his arm, and she held tightly to his wrist so that the torque extended all the way up his arm to his shoulder. There was no groan of pain. No sound at all. She rushed to curl his wrist behind his back and complete the attack, but his foot caught her behind her leg. Her knee collapsed, and she hissed at the stab of pain. He unraveled his arm, took her by the front of her sweater, and yanked. The thin material tore, but the momentum slingshot her across him and back where she tripped on the heart rate monitor and tumbled over her shoulder—and into the wall. Pain licked at her shoulder and dissolved into her chest. She forced herself to her feet, using the wall to orient herself and protect her six, and she faced the black of the room like she were beginning the maze all over again with nothing to show other than a bruised ego.

Hiro pried the door open finally, and the flush of light illuminated John's silhouette… right in front of her. In a flash, she drew the pistol from her back and pointed it at his shaded face.

"Back off!" she barked, her cheeks red with aggravation, but she recognized too late how her Ace was in fact her Achilles' heel.

He thrust her arms down in a blur of speed, the bullet pinged off the metal floor between his feet, and she yelped in pain as he tore the gun from her grip and partially dislocated her right wrist. His open palm thrust into her chest next, knocking the wind out of her, and she jerked back into the wall like whiplash. Her teeth rattled from the impact, and by the time her eyes burst open to react, she was staring down the barrel of her own gun and up into cool blue eyes. He'd disarmed and overpowered her in less than a second. She didn't know whether to be impressed or insulted.

"Sam!" Hiro called out in concern, his MA6 pointed for John's burly back.

"Stand down, Takeda!" she replied and stared straight up into the Spartan's calm face.

"Lieutenant—" he gasped.

"That's an order," she snapped.

The gun was a ready threat, but if John wanted her dead, he'd had his chance already. Hiro reluctantly lowered his weapon a few degrees but not completely.

"Who are you?" John asked.

Her left hand was instinctively lifted palm outward like this was a hold up, her right one hung limp at her side emitting sharp pains, but she abandoned the stance when she was sure their fight had stalled. John's gaze flickered to follow every minute movement.

"Relax," she muttered breathlessly. "I'm just fixing my wrist." Gritting her teeth, she took her hand, popped her wrist back into place, and held back a whimper when the pain flared and ebbed. It receded to a dull ache that could be cured with some medicine and babying of the weak joint, but thanks to him she wouldn't be able to work her hands again until her wrist felt strong enough. He didn't look the least bit contrite.

In fact, John was unmoving as a statue and disconcerting in that respect. She'd never seen someone so still and so charged, like he were a bundle of raw nerves twisted and primed to explode. His sheer size made her breath hitch, but every muscle and bone was perfectly proportioned so that he was both Herculean and agile. Hawkish awareness sharpened his blue eyes, and thin lines fanned out from the edges from years of squinting and frowning. His brow was similarly ridged in uneven rows that gave depth to his ghostly pale skin. Long lost freckles dotted his nose and forehead, but more prominent and enduring were the series of random scars scattered across his face, his neck—everywhere. Reddish brown hair was shorn neatly and beginning to grey at his temples, and stubble peppered his strong jaw. In another life he might have been handsome, but he had been manufactured for one purpose that couldn't be overlooked. He was a soldier, and he was lethal.

She pushed aside the apprehension growing in her gut and finally answered, "My name's Sam."

"Where am I?"

"Safe," she replied curtly. She was sore about having a gun to her face and held no intention of being compliant.

John's eyes narrowed—so subtle, and yet her stomach dropped.

Again, she ignored it and suggested, "You want to put the gun down so we can talk?"

There was a tense millisecond where neither moved. Then the Spartan eased the gun down. Sam wrapped her fingers around the barrel but kept their gazes locked where both were watching keenly for the slightest flicker of duplicity.

"You make my team nervous enough without a pistol," she said.

John released his hold, and Sam carefully moved the Magnum out of his grip. One small victory for her. She didn't need anyone to "accidentally" open fire on the Master Chief, but even disarmed he was a menacing sight. She'd have to trust her team to keep their heads calm.

She moved to step around him, and he intercepted, "We need to talk."

She considered his serious face, void of any real emotion, and assured him, "We will… but it's not even 5 AM, John. I usually like to have my coffee before someone tries to kill me."

His blunt gaze froze her, and she caught her tongue: He hadn't even begun to try and kill her.

"Come on," she said ruefully and led them from the room.

Hiro stood outside the door, armed and willing, and Sam shot him a reproving look to remind him of her previous order. The toothpick sank with his frown, but he stood aside.

Cassidy Green was poised at the other edge of the door with her medical kit in hand—and a pistol attached to her thigh. Medical assessments didn't usually involve weapons, but Sam knew everyone was on alert now that John was awake. Cassidy's golden hair seemed lackluster from weeks without the sun and had been hastily knotted at her neck though rogue coils sprung up at random to signal it hadn't even been brushed. The skin beneath her blue eyes was puffy and darkened slightly, hinting how little sleep she had gotten, but the sight of the Spartan ducking out of the door after Sam woke her up immediately.

She cleared her throat, considered Sam's ripped sweater hanging off her shoulder, and then John again. Cautiously, she wondered, "How are you feeling, Master Chief?"

"He's fine," Sam answered, a bitter tinge to her voice. At least he was fine enough to corner her and spar in the dark.

"Oh," Cassidy muttered and grappled briefly with how to proceed. She'd been called to do her job, and so she continued, "Chief, you may feel some side effects like fatigue, light-headedness, and shortness of breath. Your body needs rest and time to recover. I didn't expect you to be on your feet so soon…" Her hands fidgeted uneasily, and she finished, "I should check your heart rate and blood pressure just in case."

"That won't be necessary," John responded.

Cassidy blinked and hesitated, unsure what to say.

"Get some rest," Sam told her. "You have another two hours before your shift. I need you sharp."

Cassidy promptly answered, "Yes, ma'am."

"You too, Takeda."

The man nodded but didn't seem pleased.

Sam ignored it for the time being and guided the Spartan down the corridor and through the ship.

"I'd apologize for the restraints," she commented as they walked toward the mess hall. She fought a subtle limp: His boot to her leg had irritated an old would in her knee. She might need something stronger than coffee this morning. "But I'm more sorry we didn't use heavier ones."

John overlooked the remark and said, "You're not UNSC."

One corner of her lips hiccupped sarcastically. "What gave you that impression?" She dared to have a smart mouth when he didn't have her cornered in a black room.

"You're a rebel."

"Only when we have different enemies," she muttered, and they turned into the small mess hall occupied by a single table and an adjoining kitchen. Sam helped herself to two chipped mugs. The insides were stained yellow from years of serving the black, stout crap they called "coffee." It had been known to burn a hole through weak men's stomachs. Sam lived off it.

"You don't seem like a cream and sugar kind of a guy," she said and handed him a cup.

Despite having the room to themselves, John remained standing, took a sip, and didn't say a word.

She could see how some people mistook the Spartans for machines: They'd missed the crucial induction into social paradigms and acted with an almost cold disconnect. She leaned back against the table, sipped at her cup, and wondered, "Now… do you want to talk about me, or do you want to know what happened on _Infinity_?"

Without hesitation, John asked, "How did the Didact survive?"

His loyalty and trust blinded him. Some might call him a sucker for that, but Sam found it noble, if ill placed. For these reasons, she didn't sugarcoat it. "It didn't," she replied. "I told you it's the UNSC. They're the ones after you."

He paused, and she assumed that meant he'd been taken off guard. His expression didn't falter. "Why?"

"They're terminating the SPARTAN Program… That's the abridged version. The full text is a pretty complicated."

"I can follow."

She didn't doubt that he could, but she was sure he wouldn't like what he heard. She took a long sip, felt the coffee burn down her throat, and tried to find an appropriate starting point.

"I've been monitoring ONI and particularly the SPARTAN Program for some time now," she began and turned her mug idly in her hands. "Over the years, I've compiled hundreds of files and articles on the Spartans. Behind your numerous victories was an ugly truth that provided good propaganda for anti-UNSC supporters… Lately I've noticed a trend in reports that highlight this ugly side. Instead of focusing on the biochemical advances and the Spartan's military prowess, people are looking into the psychological ramifications of the program. Discussions range from PTSD, social anxiety, depression, and panic to insomnia, paranoia, and more—I mean all over the spectrum.

"There's an interest in what the program has _really_ churned out: superhuman soldiers or people stuffed with chemicals and pushed to their breaking point. Suddenly, it has become fashionable in the scientific community to see you as men and women and not machines." Sam paused, gathered her wits, and refocused her explanation: "Much of the initial dialogue was spearheaded by a Dr. Eduardo Ruiz, who would later be recruited as a psychological consultant and mental health advisor for the military. He's currently stationed onboard the _Infinity._"

She noticed an acute shift in John's demeanor, and she knew she'd hit a point.

"I'd stowed away to retrieve intel from his personal files when I stumbled onto something… There were a series of correspondences exchanged between Dr. Ruiz and a geneticist that looked like investigation into genetic markers for psychological disorders and humdrum research collaborations, but nestled inside…" She looked at John, and her hazel eyes glinted anxiously. "Inside, there was something else. I didn't even know what it was, the encryptions were top priority, which why would they need high-level encryptions for articles, data, and mail, and how would either doctor have access to that sort of clearance?

"I began to notice a pattern of repeated phrases, code words, within the correspondences but couldn't understand what they meant. What I did understand was that something big was going down onboard the _Infinity_—top-secret, alpha-priority big. I also noticed the files were sent within hours of your boarding _Infinity _after your mission." She lifted her eyebrows to mark how significant she found this. "I didn't think the connection was a coincidence. Something felt off... When I heard the alarm that there was an attack in the medical division—a Spartan gone ballistic—well, frankly, it all began to make sense."

For a full fifteen seconds, John said nothing, and though his attention was directed toward Sam, his gaze was unfocused. He was working through the information, finding the connections, and disputing the inconsistencies. At length, he challenged, "The Spartans are the backbone of every special operations mission in the UNSC, and you think the program is being terminated based on concerns about our mental health?"

"That's a huge oversimplification," Sam pointed out, "but yes."

"Eliminating the program would risk undoing decades of work, jeopardizing lives, and losing untold numbers in credits. That doesn't make sense."

"Actually," she countered, "it makes perfect sense. In the past few months, we've picked up whispers about a new pet project for ONI. None of my sources would confirm or deny it, which was a backwards confirmation in itself. We didn't look into it because it didn't seem relevant to our purpose at the time, but now it's obvious, isn't it?"

John granted her a hard stare, pressing her to spell it out.

"Dr. Halsey's disregard of the law coupled the Spartan's tenacity and skewed loyalty has created dissent within the military." She hesitated, pursed her lips, and quickly translated into layman's terms, "You've made some enemies high up the totem pole, and they've secretly been building a class of soldiers to replace the Spartans."

Immediately, John's thoughts turned to Colonel Ackerson who had unleashed a group of ODSTs and even a Skyhawk on him while he tested his MJOLNIR suit. He'd wanted John dead out of jealousy and hate for the Spartan program; would he feel any differently now? Were there others like him?

"But how do you replace the UNSC's greatest fighters—the defenders of humanity?" Sam continued, oblivious to John's musings. "You go after the head."

That refocused his attention, and the frown began gathering in his brow.

She returned his blunt look. "Dr. Halsey is under arrest, and now they're looking at you. You're the most famous, decorated Spartan in the history of the program. You're a legend, and you're not even dead… Not that that would benefit them much. Spartans never die: Your legacy would live on. No, they need to kill your credibility and that of the program that shaped you."

She bent toward him as her explanation hit its peak. "They'll look at the battles you've won, the enemies you've faced, the childhood you lost, and the deaths of your closest friends—one of which happened to be an AI…" Her gaze drilled into his as if to be sure it penetrated his augmented skull. "They're going to say you've had a mental breakdown. They're going to say you attacked all those people on the _Infinity_ in a blind rampage, and everyone's going to compare the research and your record and say, 'Of course he did. Look what he went through. Of course he broke.'

"The genius is that any attempt you make to clear yourself is disregarded as a symptom of your delirium, and the SPARTAN Program becomes the scapegoat."

"Why?" he asked, his face screwed up in a heavy scowl. The answer to that question evaded him even after her long-winded theory was explained. He didn't understand any of it. Nothing made sense or was obvious to him.

"In my opinion?" Sam asked rhetorically and glanced down at her coffee to avoid his severe look. It made the hairs on the back of her neck stand at attention. She focused on her answer and not him. "Creating a class of indestructible, superhuman warriors is every military's wet dream. They engineered ways to augment your bodies and make you something greater than humans: stronger, faster, smarter, better… In fact, the only problems were those lingering traces of humanity they couldn't quite wipe out." She glimpsed at him to check that he was following. "After the training and the augmentation procedures, they didn't anticipate that you would develop a mind of your own—to disobey and assume your own agenda if necessary, no matter if it benefited the UNSC or not. A super-soldier with a mind: now _that_'s dangerous. You've strayed too far, and you've become a liability, John."

He recalled Ex-Captain Andrew Del Rio who he'd directly disobeyed by refusing to relinquish Cortana, and neither Thomas Lasky nor Spartan-IV Sarah Palmer had arrested him for his insubordination. But he'd had a mission to do, and he needed Cortana to achieve that goal. Together they had saved Earth. They had won. Wasn't that serving the greater good? The last time he felt this blindsided and confused, he was six years old in a top-secret conference room on Reach and Dr. Halsey had told him he would defend humanity.

"I'd like permission to look at the files," he said. He'd find out for himself what truly happened on _Infinity_.

"You're welcome to what we have," Sam consented, "but we're still working on the encryptions. If you're any good with computer insurgency, maybe you can help decode the rest."

"I will."

She nodded approvingly to hear the determination concretizing his tone. He wouldn't cry; he wouldn't put his fist through a wall; he was a Spartan, and he would fight.

"Then you should see Noah Boone on the bridge. He's working with the files as we speak."

She took his mug, noting it had barely been touched during their conversation, and it had grown cold like hers. After a conversation like that, they were both wide awake, no caffeine required. She poured out the mugs and set them aside to be cleaned later, all the while aware that John hadn't moved.

"Lieutenant," he said abruptly, and Sam almost startled, caught herself, and turned to look at him. His serious, hard eyes hammered through her. "Thank you."

She tugged at the ragged edge of her sweater falling down her arm and settling in the crook of her elbow. It exposed her boney, slender shoulder and made her look fragile when she needed to appear strong. She wished she could've landed a punch to repay him for the torn garment, but then again, she'd just dealt him the biggest blow of all—the sucker punch he never saw coming.

"You're welcome, Chief…" she returned uncomfortably and tried to hide her unease. It was easier to deal with him when he acted like a machine. "Just go easy on my men. They've never met a Spartan before, and we don't usually help strangers."

"I'll keep that in mind," he agreed with a stiff nod and turned to find the bridge.

Sam watched after him and let the events of the morning sift through her. She should be relieved the Master Chief hadn't killed her and her team, she should be ecstatic that they had uncovered such a manipulative conspiracy scheme that could benefit their cause, but mostly she felt wary. She had waited fourteen years for this day, but after all that time running away, she had the sense she was arriving back on her past's doorstep. She didn't want to remember what lay behind it. Instead, she left the mess hall. She needed a shower and a change of clothes: She couldn't take on the UNSC half-cocked.

* * *
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	3. The Mission

Chapter 3  
>"The Mission"<p>

_"The best weapon against an enemy is another enemy." — Nietzsche_

He had slept over fourteen hours and been afforded the rare luxury of dreaming. In a black forest with a night full of stars and pale moon suspended overhead, he trekked for the rally point to rendezvous with his team. They had a mission to complete, another indomitable enemy they would topple, and John needed to lead as he always had. Then the howls began. A pack had tracked him for nearly a kilometer and now circled around, golden eyes glinting from the shadows, snouts nipping for the meal. They attacked all at once, their fangs gnashing at his flesh. For every one he evaded or threw off, another leapt at his exposed back. He took down three before he felt teeth pierce through the skin and muscle on his left leg. He tried to tear it off, heard it snarl, but another caught his arm. He was forced to his knees when he realized the woods around him were hollow and transparent like a curtain he could draw back. Beyond its filmy guise, he faced the angles of a long-forgotten room and Déjà's ghostly projection hovering nearby to pay tribute. A wolf took John's throat and dragged him down while its pack dove in for the kill, but John was looking into the small auditorium where a six-year-old boy with sharp blue eyes and messy auburn hair stared back.

He woke up.

O O O

"Let me see that again."

"Aye, sir."

The sound of keys taping underlined the incessant drone of machinery, low moans of the ship, and occasional beeps as navigation maps were updated around them. Ahead a single screen buzzed with numbers and letters, sifting and changing like sand through an hourglass, and the man—Noah Boone as Sam had indentified him—diligently retraced his steps and retrieved the sequence: a wall of impenetrable numbers and letters, and each half-cycle the tiles turned to another equally puzzling arrangement.

"It automatically scrambles itself," Boone said slowly, every word a cautious exchange with the Spartan.

Thus far Boone had been the only crewmember, aside from the Lieutenant, to speak to him though John wasn't ignorant to how the others filtered in and out of the bridge, all eyes and silent tongues. There was no glass wall separating him, but he was like a gorilla in a zoo: Everyone wanted a peek but none dared too close. He pretended not to notice when the young woman manning the navigation controls paused, glanced at John, and ruffed nervously at her short copper hair.

"I have to try and decode the encryption before the next half-cycle," Boone continued and eased back the slightest in his seat, surrender hanging heavy on his knotted brow, "or I'm back to square one. I've tried thousands of ciphers and codes and searched for back doors… It's like trying to outrun a tidal wave of encryptions. Within thirty seconds, everything is swamped and all progress is lost."

It was obvious to him that Boone was the only one with formal military training, or at the very least the freshest off the boat, given his cropped hair, automatic sharp responses, and the respect he immediately offered John. The others weren't rolling out the welcome mat.

_An AI_, John mused as his thoughts circled to the task at hand. It seemed the only thing capable of hacking and infiltrating quickly and efficiently enough to crack this code. He realized that whatever Sam had pulled, she had dug deep, probably deeper than she even knew.

"Is there any way to trick the system? Stall the cycle and buy us more time?"

They both turned to see the Lieutenant had joined them on deck, pieces of her brown hair damp and hanging limp down her face. The rest was pulled back in a messy ponytail that seemed her trait. The torn sweater had been abandoned, and in its place, thermals were layered whether to keep out the chill or to mask her skinny limbs. It was a wasted effort. John wondered how he hadn't shattered her arm or cracked her ribs. He had held back, but even then he tended to harm any who dared too close to him—except his own.

Sam met his blunt gaze and mirrored it with more audacity than bravery, leaving John to consider his growing mental file on the crew and their leader. Sam had military training if their escape from _Infinity_ had taught him anything, but her attitude had nothing in line with Boone's. A proper rebel, John imagined she had been scorned or had sold out to a higher investor. Much like the shroud of her clothes, her demeanor swallowed her and tucked away any further clues.

"It's a risky maneuver," Boone advised and swung back in his chair to face the screen. The encryptions somehow seemed to triple while his back was turned. By effect, he felt the swollen skin under his eyes sag lower. "It would destabilize the code. We could destroy the information inside before we ever touch it."

"It's a lot of effort to hide… whatever it is," the girl with short red hair muttered, glanced at John, and brusquely began typing with renewed purpose when she found his ice blue stare waiting.

No one but the Spartan seemed to catch what she had said since Sam reached over Boone and began attacking the code in a way Boone had already attempted multiple times. The man was smart enough not to say a word.

John didn't follow suit, wondering gruffly, "Where did you find this?"

"I told you," Sam answered and continued clicking away. "Ruiz's files."

"You think this is more… propaganda." He hesitated to say the word. His life, his career, his entire world boiled down to the rebel's propaganda. It was impossible even for him not to bristle.

"Something like that," she returned evasively and only paused in her typing to push a piece of hair from her face. She glimpsed John from the edges of her gaze, but her attention stuck on the sight awaiting her. One eyebrow cocked in amusement, tugging up a corner of her mouth as well. "You can relax, Chief. We're not the UNSC."

With each member of the bridge preoccupied about their tasks, John was stranded on the periphery neither engaged nor forgotten—simply stranded. His hands were clasped behind his back, his left wrist inside his right grip, his shoulders wide and squared, head held high in a stance that felt more natural and at ease to him than anything else. He didn't budge though his mind was an ant bed of calculations, thoughts, doubts, and strategies. What was unnerving was that no sarcastic, dry response replied with the correct answer. It was only him, and though nothing in him had changed since Cortana's death, he felt slower and less capable of finding those obscure connections. He needed an ally, someone to springboard ideas off of, but considering his had recently been reduced to rampancy, John had to hunt down those answers himself and sitting onboard this ship with a team of rebels wasn't helping him. All at once a burst of cabin fever struck him.

"When do we dock next?" he asked.

This caught the Lieutenant's attention once more, enough that she straightened from the keyboard and considered John straight on. "When I decide," she answered and immediately turned from the Spartan back to Boone, cutting off any further discussion. "Keep at it. I'm going to check in with Rodriguez."

"Yes, ma'am," Boone answered.

Sam was already making for the door, passing by John as if she didn't notice the six-foot-ten soldier taking up most of her cramped bridge's prime real estate. She kept up her act until John caught her in the hallway:

"Lieutenant."

The brunette stopped and twisted half-heartedly, revealing her face puckered with annoyance. "What?"

"I need to get on board _Infinity_."

"Oh really?" She snorted and shook her head. "You want to run back to the ship we _just _escaped from where hundreds of Marines and Spartans want your head on a silver platter?"

"I need answers."

"I was under the impression that's why I let you on my bridge to help Boone with the encryptions. You want answers? That's where you should start." She didn't wait to finish delivering her sentence before she turned again.

"How do you know?" he intercepted.

She halted, and though her back remained to him, he read the tension in her shoulders and arms and knew instantly there was more that she was hiding.

"I've looked at the correspondences between Ruiz and the geneticist and there's nothing substantial to suggest a conspiracy. You've baited me with circumstantial evidence to keep me prisoner for your own means."

"That's not true." The Lieutenant opened her body so that she could look back at the Spartan behind her without committing enough to the conversation to face him. "Entirely." His features hardened, the same look that made Sam's stomach recede two degrees too high, and she discovered time hadn't lessened its potency, to her dismay.

"What's inside the files?" he prodded.

"Everything."

It was a simple answer to a loaded question, but John was struck by the intensity of that one word and the severity it carried. No matter what was or wasn't hiding behind the wall of encryptions, Sam was convinced it was crucial to unlocking this mystery. John wasn't so easily assured, to be pacified by the word of a woman he didn't know existed forty-eight hours ago.

"Look," she said like she could read the apprehension in his silence, though his abnormally stoic features never betrayed a single thought. "We rendezvous with my commander soon. I need to report what I've found; my team needs a break; we need more supplies. I can't promise you an answer tomorrow, but I know I'm on the right track and I have the tools to help you."

The Master Chief didn't move in the slightest to give Sam a sign whether her words landed on deaf ears or not. She watched him all the same, maybe searching for the point where the Spartan ended and the man began, but the lines had been muddied in a lifetime of war.

"You're not a prisoner, John." She tilted her head and smirked. "You're one of us now—the enemy." Her smirk bloomed into a full-blown smile as she appraised him from toe to nose, seeming to savor his fall from grace like only a rebel could. "Welcome aboard, Chief."

O O O

"You understand the sensitivity of the information you've been handed, solider?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good." Vice Admiral Alexander Reaves exhaled stiffly, but it did little relieve the duty hanging heavy from his shoulders. He sunk under its weight when he bent to unlock one of the bottom drawers on his massive mahogany desk. "Some of my peers have reservations about my assigning you to this mission… Concerns about conflict of interests and skewed loyalties, all of which I know to be unfounded given your service record." Here, he paused, gaze darting to the soldier opposite him, and flexed his brow as if to invite the Spartan to correct him.

He was unmoving, so still not even his chest gave way to signal he was breathing.

Reaves frowned neither eased nor alarmed by his muteness. Still he withdrew a dense crystal decanter and matching tumbler, murmuring, "I'd offer you some, Lieutenant, but I've found the appeal is lost on you Spartans."

He said nothing.

The Vice Admiral cleared his throat and filled himself a generous cup, calmed by the quiet gurgle it emitted against an otherwise stark silence. He was not one to drink while on duty, but after the news that awoke him this morning, scotch kept him better company than coffee. He welcomed the first, biting sip and let it slide down his throat and settle in his belly before he continued.

"Now..." Reaves eased the glass onto his desk and looked past its edge to the Spartan. "You can imagine the political ramifications of this news, not only within the military but beyond. As soon as this leaks, it will be circulating on the news, the internet, you name it… It's not good. We lose our credibility, the public loses its hero, and _we _become the enemy. I can't allow that happen. I'm entrusting you to handle this and to do so discretely—discretion is of the utmost importance, Lieutenant. The future and the reputation of the UNSC are on your shoulders."

"Sir," he affirmed sharply. "I'll need a team."

"Yes. I assumed as much. Keep it to the bare minimum. Again, I remind you to be discrete. Only tell your team what is necessary to get the mission done. Understood?"

"Affirmative."

"Good… You'll report to me when you find something pertinent to the mission. Otherwise, your mission is to investigate and apprehend Spartan-117 in as timely and efficiently a manner as possible—whatever that may entail. Do you have any questions, Lieutenant?"

"No, sir."

"In that case… You're dismissed."

With a salute as crisp as the lines of his uniform, the Spartan turned on his heel and strode from the Vice Admiral's office. It was only when he reached the threshold that he hesitated, hearing Reaves acknowledge him from behind:

"Lieutenant." The Vice Admiral swirled his scotch absently in his hand and watched the dark amber liquid pitch closer and closer to the edge. Some deep intuition knotted up his stomach that he could neither explain nor express. Instead, he looked a final time to the Spartan and said, "Good luck."

Twenty minutes later, Lieutenant Junior Grade Frederic-104 skimmed the personnel files searching for the final addition to his team. Despite his normally diligent concentration, his thoughts drifted from the screen to the mission entrusted to him: capturing Spartan-117. John. It had been years since he had seen his old friend, but even in his absence, Fred had a lifetime of memories to remind him. John, who had been a best friend to him, a brother even, and a leader through the toughest missions the UNSC could throw at them. John, who would have sacrificed himself to protect any one of his men and whose men gladly would have done the same for him. Now John had come against an enemy he couldn't defeat: himself.

_How could it be you?_ Fred wondered and frowned as the question resonated in his mind to unearth all the impossibilities this implied. _You were always the strongest._

"I've completed my search through the personnel files provided," the AI Hypatia interrupted, and Fred's features sharpened to attention on Hypatia's avatar, the golden holographic figure draped in dense robes reminiscent of her Alexandrian namesake. "Based on the requirements and the members already chosen, I've found three possibilities for the final spot, Lieutenant."

The names, ranks, photos, and biographies of the three soldiers filed onto the screen.

"Let me see them side-by-side."

Immediately they rearranged to fit in tandem, neatly organized where Fred could compare every aspect of their files in a sweeping glance. No detail escaped his careful eye, and one notation in particular caught his interest.

"Bring up Spartan-B170's file."

The other two disappeared off screen, leaving the last one to enlarge:

_Name: Sasha  
><em>_Tag: B170  
><em>_Born: 2533, Draco Two  
><em>_Recruited: 2539_

Fred scanned past the mundane biographical details and directly to her service record. As part of the SPARTAN-III Program, she had trained under Kurt-051, and evidently Fred's late colleague had taken an interest in Sasha's preparation from an early stage. He'd strongly recommended she be sent on reconnaissance in lieu of Operation: TORPEDO, counsel that had ultimately saved her life and allowed her to begin a long and illustrious career with the UNSC. Like the other candidates who had been suggested for this mission, Sasha had an impressive list of accolades, but this one rather significant recognition from Kurt set her apart from the rest.

"She'll round out the team," Fred decided without hesitation.

"Yes, sir," Hypatia answered, and Sasha's file disappeared along with the others. "With your permission, I'll notify them of the de-briefing."

"Permission granted."

"De-briefing scheduled for 0700 hours."

"Make it 0600," Fred corrected. "We can't afford to lose any time. We'll leave for _Infinity _at 0900 sharp. Notify Captain Lasky."

"Notifying team members and Captain Thomas Lasky, aye." Hypatia blinked, for the briefest moment distracted by these tasks, and then bowed her head as she asked, "Should I pull the files sent over from _Infinity_?"

"Yes. I'll begin with the surveillance footage."

While the AI carried out her orders, the files loading and decrypting with lightening speed, Fred was offered a rare pause in his duties, an opportunity to consider yet again what he was doing. For the second time since he left Vice Admiral Reaves' office, Fred thought of Kelly. If she weren't in another quadrant of the space system, he might have offered her a place on his team, but as it stood, he had been separated from his old comrades for a long, long time. Many went MIA during the Human-Covenant War, leaving those few who had survived to be dispersed throughout the far reaches of the UNSC. Never a day passed that Fred didn't think of them, however briefly. They were the closest things the Spartan had to a family. It felt wrong not to write Kelly when something this significant had happened to one of their own, even worse for Fred to be assigned the task of bringing John in.

_Better you than someone else_, he thought, steeling himself with the truth of those words. _You'll get him back in one piece_.

"Where do you want to start?" Hypatia asked and once more interrupted Fred's inward ramblings, but he was grateful for the reprieve. It was easier to occupy himself with the details of the mission than to consider the whole. He had to take it one piece at a time and worry about John when he got to him. Until then, he'd do his job. It was all that he could control.

"The initial fighting," Fred answered. "I want to see what triggered John—Spartan-117's outburst."

"Aye, sir."

A video clip was drawn into the center of the screen and enlarged to fill much of it though Fred could still see from the edges the tabs of related files, videos, and testimonies. The video quality was poor given the switch to emergency power. A passageway on screen flashed with warning lights, illuminating and fading every second, and at the edge two figures entered the shot from further down the hallway and squatted at the corner beneath the security camera.

"Pause it."

The image halted immediately.

"Where is this?"

"Starboard passageway, SPARTAN-IV Training Deck, outside the medical division."

"The files indicate that the conflict began inside the medical division."

"Yes. Spartan-117 was called for his physical and psych assessment when he turned on and attacked medical personnel."

"Where is that footage?"

Hypatia blinked again, and the ends of her robes came together where her hands might have clasped were they visible. It was such a natural habit it looked intuitive rather than learned and remained even while she scanned the files. On screen windows popped into view and were discarded from sight in a barrage of motion, so swift Fred barely had a moment to register the label on each tab. At last, all the files had been discarded only for Hypatia to pull them back on screen as she admitted, "It looks like it's missing, Lieutenant. There's no footage prior to this video in the passageway."

An oversight by ONI? Unlikely. Perhaps there had been a glitch in _Infinity_'s systems. Again, unlikely, but Fred noted he would ask Captain Lasky himself when he arrived onboard. There was no way to make the footage appear, so Fred moved forward with his preliminary investigation.

"I see… Replay the footage from the passageway. Enlarge the portion where Spartan-117 and his accomplice enter the screen."

"Aye aye."

Again, the footage streamed on screen, the grainy picture enlarged and cropped to show John and his accomplice ease into view. Fred bent forward instinctively in his seat, squinting to sharpen his focus with hawkish precision, and inspected each step the pair took.

"Stop. Play it again."

The video commenced once more, replaying the same seemingly uninteresting first seconds, but this time the Spartan knew what he was looking for.

"Stop." He turned his attention to the data pad in his hand where copies of the reports and testimonies were on hand for him to search at his leisure without Hypatia's interference. He appreciated the efficiency and convenience of an AI at times, but there was a certain command to using his own hands. "There's no mention that Spartan-117 was injured during the initial skirmish inside the medical division."

Hypatia blinked and straightened her neck. "No."

He looked to the paused image again where John was crouching beside his accomplice empty-handed, his knee resting against the wall and holding him steady. It wasn't right, and being that Fred held no footage of whatever passed within the medical division, he had no concrete evidence to prove his judgment.

_It would take a substantial blow to show on video_, he mused and decided, "Hypatia, make a note… Spartan-117 appears physically impaired as if injured. Need more information about original skirmish before making an accurate assessment."

"Aye, Lieutenant. Noted."

"Now," Fred said and switched his focus from his old friend to the figure beside him who was squatting and looking toward the adjoining passageway. "Resume. Play it frame-by-frame."

The image shifted little by little, the lines and shadows distorted by the flashing light, but Fred waited, searching each frame for the right moment.

"Stop," he snapped abruptly.

The video paused while she was in the midst of turning toward John. Her face was inadvertently facing straight to the camera.

"Enlarge. Focus on her face."

The AI zoomed in and centered on her face, cropping away the rest.

"Clean up the image."

Shadows and lines shifted as the brightness, contrast, and hues were adjusted. Lastly, the image was sharpened so that her features came into focus: dark brown hair, pale skin, oval face… Fred wrinkled his brow in thought, silent for a full ten seconds, but he could not produce a name to match her face. Even Spartans had limitations, and unfortunately, faces had never been one of Fred's strong suits.

"Run it through facial recognition," he commanded.

"Specifications?"

Given her uniform, he started with the obvious, "All Marines stationed onboard _Infinity_."

A green grid appeared on her face, mapping out her defining features, and instantly a stream of military photos shuffled alongside hers like cards in a deck. On and on they went, every passing second leaving Fred more and more restless.

At last, large red letters appeared on screen and declared:

_No Match_

"Facial recognition run through all known Marines aboard _Infinity_," Hypatia reported. "No match, sir."

The white scar cutting through his brow shuddered when Fred's frown deepened. He stared into her face, gauging the length of her nose, dimensions of her eyes, the shape of her chin… She was a stranger to him, yet somehow familiar like a glimpse in a crowd. It was too infinitesimal for Fred to grasp. "Widen the search pool to all crew members on _Infinity_."

"Widening the search pool…"

Again, the barrage of pictures that felt infinite to a man accustomed to Spartan speed. Fred clenched his jaw and waited, though he knew how it would end:

_No Match_

"Facial recognition run through all personnel aboard _Infinity_," Hypatia said. "No match still, sir."

Fred's features released, less at ease than withdrawn. Nothing about this made sense—not John's mental break, not the missing footage, not this mysterious accomplice.

"Hypatia," he began and finally tore his gaze away from the photo to the AI's gossamer avatar, "search again."

"Specifications, Lieutenant?"

"No specifications. Find her."

The AI scarcely hesitated before consenting, "Aye aye, sir."

Loose ends pestered him like a tick burrowing into his skin, but he brushed off the prickling between his shoulder blades and sat taller, deciding, "Let's get back to the footage."

Though the surveillance videos commenced on screen, Fred's attention strayed to the woman's face now perfectly etched into his memory.

_Who are you?_

O O O

"Lieutenant Quinn."

"Commander Castilla, can you hear me?"

"Quinn?"

"Commander."

The fuzzy picture onscreen sharpened all at once, the static crackled its last, and Lyra Castilla materialized from her station aboard the _Bellicose_. Her pale strawberry blonde hair was braided neatly away from her face where attractive features were worn with hard times and age. Her small blue eyes crinkled around the edges when she smiled and muttered, "Ah, I thought I'd lost you."

"Not yet, ma'am," Sam replied, struggling to withhold a smile of her own. After all, Lyra had been a mother and a leader to a young girl orphaned by war. This was the closest they had been to a reunion in months, and Sam stood taller as if proudly stretching herself to attention before the infamous Insurrectionist Commander. It was a wasted formality given the limitations of her camera, but she felt emboldened by the stance. "There's been a glitch in our COM system for about a week now. I'll have Rodriguez look at it when he gets done with the Pelican."

"Better sooner than later, Lieutenant. Flying blind is dangerous but so is flying deaf." Something distracted Lyra's attention away from the camera, and by the time she looked once more to Sam, her warm smile had fallen. Evidently they weren't sharing a private conversation. "How is your team?"

"Ready to come home," Sam answered evenly.

"And your 'cargo'?"

"Suspicious."

"Understandable. Have you taken measures to protect your team?"

"Of course." Everyone onboard the _Acheron _was armed, everyone except John. There was little else she could do except to sedate the Spartan and that option brought a whole array of new concerns and problems. In light of this, Sam added, "I don't think he's a threat to us—not right now anyway. The team's uneasy, though."

"No one likes snags, Lieutenant," Lyra reminded her.

"Especially not the Spartan kind."

"Especially not," she agreed and exhaled. "I'm told you're still on course to rendezvous with us in three days' time."

"As planned, ma'am."

"Lieutenant, you changed the plan when you brought him onboard."

Sam stiffened suddenly, her focus narrowing with misgivings, and she considered yet again who was sitting in on their conversation—a superior officer perhaps? After a cautious pause, she said, "We can use him."

"We could, but I don't think he's going to let anyone use him. He's too smart for that, and even if you don't feel that he is an immediate threat to your team, he's a danger to all of us."

A frown gathered bit by bit on Sam's brow, and she unconsciously looked toward the invisible bystander as if she could force him to appear as well. It would be easier to answer to him directly than to continue this charade of a conversation with Lyra any further.

"I can't let you meet us while he is still aboard," Lyra continued, oblivious it seemed to Sam's inner turmoil. "I can't risk my ship and my crew."

Sam's attention snapped back to Lyra whose poker face was in effect and betrayed nothing. She had the unsettling sensation that she had been flying blind this whole time, only she was too distracted to realize it. "We weren't followed from _Infinity_," she said stiffly. "Rodriguez disabled the tracking system in the Pelican. There's no way they could know where he is."

"He's a Spartan, Lieutenant. He sold his soul to the UNSC before he even knew there was another option. He's never going to turn on them. You know that." Lyra's gaze was hard as ice. "You put your entire team in jeopardy the minute you decided to take him."

"The mission was to gather intel on the SPARTAN Program to use against the UNSC. What they're doing to him… We can use this. This is the best evidence of the corruption and power play that rules the UNSC."

"Yes, this is powerful intel, better than anything else we have found up to this point—if, _if _you can prove this is some grand military conspiracy."

"I have proof—"

"You have a hunch and a hunk of files and emails and random pieces of information that may or may not support your claims," Lyra interrupted. "Have you considered the alternative?"

A wave of white-hot anger washed through her as she realized what was happening: Sam gritted her teeth rather than answer.

"Suppose he is mentally unstable. Think of the risk you've welcomed onto your ship…" Lyra shook her head and looked again to the mysterious bystander off camera. "You went far beyond the parameters of your mission and beyond the power of your rank. I can't give you special treatment. You have to be held accountable for your actions."

Her jaw ached with the force clamping down. Still Sam breathed deep through her nose and into her chest. Her heart was racing, her mind was buzzing, but her lips were sealed. She turned the situation over and over again only to recognize she had been cornered by her own initiative with no escape route that didn't involve undermining her entire operation. There was only one viable alternative. She swallowed a bitter mouthful of her pride and requested, "I'd like permission to look for proof."

"Sam…" Lyra's stern front cracked enough for the maternal warmth to seep into her voice. So her hands were bound too.

"I can take the Pelican with him. I can complete the mission, and the team can still meet up with you," Sam explained, stony and cold instead of bowing to Lyra's sympathy. "They've been out here long enough. Don't punish them for my mistake."

The Commander's clemency was short-lived for she gathered her wits quickly. The brief glimpse of a pleasant, loving woman was exchanged for the stern, unsmiling look of an Insurrectionist Commander. Somehow Sam felt more capable of facing that in this moment.

"What are really looking for, Sam?" Lyra asked quietly. "You can't change what happened."

"Proof, Commander. I want to finish what I started."

Lyra turned a weary eye to her silent companion and nodded as if to affirm a silent command. "If you continue, you will be acting of your own accord outside of our authority. Do you understand what this means, Lieutenant?"

"Yes." Sam held her breath steady even as her heart sprinted in her chest. "Takeda can lead in my absence."

"Very well. We'll send the updated coordinates for the rendezvous and anticipate that any further communication will be with Petty Officer Takeda." The Commander swallowed thickly and shot an unmistakable glare to her companion before turning to Sam once more. "Be careful. _Bellicose _out."

The COM channel cut out, the projected screen evaporating and leaving Sam to the company of her aging ship and absent crew. She had the foresight enough to clear the bridge before her conference with Lyra, and she was grateful for the space to breathe and silence to think. So much of her concentration was centered on the implications of what she had done that her body felt numb when she stumbled back and collapsed into the navigation chair. Her leaden head dropped between her shoulders and was caught in her palms. This mission had cost her time, energy, health, and sanity, and _now _she stubbornly gambled her future away on one man. He was the embodiment of everything she hated about the UNSC, and ironically his nosedive was the pinnacle of her life's work. She didn't know whether to put a gun to his head or to help him find the answers he so desperately needed.

_You're going to finish this, Sam,_ her mind answered like a beacon of clarity amidst the chaos inside her head. _You're going to get proof_. She eased her head out of her hands, strengthened by that assertive tone spelling out what she would do. _And then you're going to watch those bastards burn_.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note<strong>: Hey guys! Long time, no update. I've been a bit swamped in these last couple of months, which kept me on an unintended hiatus. Of course then by the time I sat down to update, I forgot what I even meant to do next! Sigh... Not to worry now that I've made my handy dandy chapter-by-chapter plot outline. Hopefully this was worth the wait, and you all are still interested enough to see what happens :)
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	4. Heave

Chapter 4  
>"Heave"<p>

_"Who makes the fairest show means most deceit." — Shakespeare's __Pericles_

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, 1507 hours  
><strong>**Captain's Office**

"I don't know what to tell you, Lieutenant. We handed over all our security footage, evidence, and reports to ONI."

"Including the footage from the medical division?"

"Yes." Captain Thomas Lasky idly adjusted the right cuff on his uniform, giving a glimpse of pale, scarred skin from one of many cryogenic-induced blisters that had poorly healed. "Hell, we sent over every shred of what we had from the moment the Master Chief boarded with us to be safe."

Opposite him Captain Lasky faced a Spartan Lieutenant much weathered from years on the battlefield—and greyer around the temples than Tom remembered him to be. _The same could said about you, you old ass_, he reminded himself and wondered for the umpteenth time if the Lieutenant even recognized him. This wasn't exactly the time or place to reminisce about the past, but it was impossible for Tom not to think about that endless night on Reach and how surreal the following dawn had been riding in the back of Pelican with three superhuman soldiers. That night he became a soldier, mostly thanks to the Master Chief.

"And you kept no duplicates for you own record?" Fred asked as he glanced up from his data pad.

"To do so would have been a violation of explicit ONI protocol."

Fred bent his head the slightest degree, adding an edge to his unnaturally rigid gaze.

Tom had always found their eyes unnerving, their almost alien breadth and depth that made it obvious Spartans saw much and forgot little. He was quick to answer, "No, Lieutenant. We don't have any copies of the footage."

Fred briefly returned his attention to his data pad in hand, and Tom had the sense he could breathe freely without that cold stare pinning him in place. The fresh air fanned his curiosity.

"Have you found some inconsistencies?" he wondered, careful to mask the hope in his voice so as not to reveal his bias. "Some things that don't add up?"

"I was given a list of witnesses. I'd like to speak to them."

Being accustomed to the authority his rank commanded, it took a conscious effort for Tom to bite his tongue and not dig deeper. He had to appear neutral in the hopes ONI would keep him in the loop. To reveal his support of the Master Chief might give ONI reason to cut him out, meaning he would have almost no way to help if the occasion arose.

In light of this, he kept his thoughts tucked away and consented, "That can be arranged—"

"Today." Fred's eyes cut up from his data pad, as sharp and finite as the combat knives he notoriously handled.

Tom bit his tongue harder, this time feeling a muscle flex in his jaw from the force, and only when Fred's gaze darted to take in the faint movement did Tom chastise himself and remember to play his role better.

"I'll have them assembled," he said more benignly than he felt. "You can question them as you see fit."

The Spartan nodded and tapped his data pad to pull up the list of witnesses for him to peruse at his leisure.

The ensuing silence was leaden with words unspoken so thick it felt tangible and suffocating to the Captain who was fast losing his compliance. He could recall the way the three Spartans—the Master Chief, the Lieutenant, and the young woman—interacted that night on Reach, with the camaraderie and efficiency of a team who had worked together for years. It was impossible for Fred to not have known John well or to not have been at the very least a friend to him. Tom was certain of that much, and it was enough to crush the discretion tying up his tongue.

All at once he bent forward and explained, "I want to help however I can. I respect the Master Chief. More than that, I owe it to him to see that this is handled the right way. Just tell me what I can do."

The Lieutenant was more lethargic in straightening his neck and considering Captain Lasky this time, but where Tom expected some flicker of solidarity or sentiment, the Spartan's face was as stony and expressionless as marble.

"I'll start with the medical personnel."

O O O

_**Acheron**_**, 1530 hours**

Fading yellow lights flickered over the mess hall where Lieutenant Quinn reclined on the edge of the serving bar, waiting. Her legs stretched out in front of her, her left ankle crossed casually over her right, and she unwound her arms from her chest to check her watch. The digital face confirmed the meeting should have begun, but unsurprisingly she looked up to find her team were still filing into the cramped space—rather, their makeshift conference room for the moment. At the central metal table Anya was seated and passing the time by picking at her nails, Cassidy sat opposite her and kept an idle watch on her progress, while Noah settled at one far end of the bench and busied himself on his data pad likely working on new ciphers to crack the code that had become an overnight obsession. The last three stragglers wandered into the room at 3:31 exactly, too busy exchanging some impossible story (heavily embellished so as to achieve the greatest impact from the listener of course) to look contrite. Sam had half a mind to comment on their slow motion trek to the meeting, but then she had handpicked her band of misfits and could thereby only hold herself responsible for overlooking the quirks and baggage that came with them. At the end of the day, they were punctual when it really counted and showed their respect in other ways. That was enough.

Cassidy glanced toward the men saddling up to the table, cocked a pale eyebrow, and gasped dryly. "He does exist…"

Zeke Helling returned a sly grin, his one dimple popping into place with an askew charm that was swift to melt her annoyance. Their resident weapons expert and strong arm was gifted with an innate appeal that had less to do with his looks than the way he handled himself. His easy charisma made friends of strangers, but his short temper as quickly turned them to enemies, earning him the abbreviated moniker "Hell" (then proudly adopted by Zeke and turned into his own tagline "Give 'em Hell"). The man just didn't know when to shut his mouth or when to back down. Sam had enough on her plate without playing babysitter to Helling's bipolar fits, but fortunately she knew how to manage him most days. Without this mission, Helling had little future if any given his lengthy rap sheet, a reminder that could sober him out of any rage, but that was the thing about guerilla warfare. The UNSC saw a troubled kid, a dangerous teenager, and a lawless mercenary: the Insurrectionists saw possibilities. Helling saw green, or so Sam thought. She hadn't quite made up her mind about him.

"I've had my head jammed up a fucking Pelican all morning helping Rodriguez," he grumbled and slipped into place where his burly body writhed to make room between Cassidy and Boone. "Lieutenant took it for a spin in the shredder before she brought it back. It's like putting a puzzle back together."

Cassidy rolled her eyes emphatically and looked away, luring Zeke in closer to bait her out of her foul mood.

"Give me a break, Cass," he groused low in his throat, but as he bent closer toward her ear, his elbow inadvertently slipped and struck Noah's data pad from his hands.

It clattered on the metal table, underlined by Noah cursing, "Christ, Hell!"

"My bad, man…" He offered his relaxed smile, dimple and all, but it didn't have the same effect on a sleep-deprived, frustrated man as his blonde ambition.

"Just screw each other and spare us all the bullshit."

All eyes spun to find the redhead opposite Greene and Helling had stalled her diligent nail cleaning and addressed the pair. Hiro, now seated at Anya's left, plucked the toothpick from his teeth and pointed it at the young woman beside him.

"From the mouths of babes," he agreed, smirking.

"That's enough," Sam intercepted before Cassidy could snap the insult poised on the tip of her tongue.

The Lieutenant's warning struck like lightening, but the air in the mess hall remained charged and tense on the cusp of a fresh storm. Anya bent her head to continue picking at her nails, poorly hiding the unmistakable smile tracing her lips. Sam tried to nip these confrontations in the bud before they escalated to fists, but drama always ushered in the end of a mission when exhaustion was high and patience was low.

"Unlike the rest of you, I've been here awhile, and I'd like to get this over with," she said, gathering her wits begin, until something at the door distracted her. A final figure stepped into the threshold. She met his cool blue gaze and hesitated, unsure how to address the Spartan standing in on their meeting. Lyra's warning still rang fresh—fresh enough to make Sam's gut tighten suspiciously at the sight of John—yet she couldn't find the words to dismiss him.

_What the hell, Sam... He might as well hear this too._

"What'd we do now, Lieutenant?" Hiro wondered in his dry way.

The brunette looked to her team without acknowledging John's presence at the door. She straightened from the serving bar to assume a more authoritative stance with her feet grounded beneath her and shoulders squared to face them. Inhaling, she steadied herself and announced, "I'm taking a temporary leave of absence from my station effective immediately."

A wall of silent stares met her like the ship had been breached and all the air was sucked out of the room in one collective gust.

"In my place, Takeda will be your acting commanding officer and see the _Acheron_ back in one piece," she continued, allowing her gaze to sweep across their faces, pausing on Hiro whose toothpick had gone limp between his lips.

The vacuum of speechlessness held steady so that Sam swallowed and searched for something more to say, but before she could utter another word, Rodriguez grumbled, "What the hell?"

"Lieutenant," Cassidy spoke up, "you're abandoning us with-with _him_?"

At her question, all eyes turned noisily to the outcast lingering in the doorway as if they had sensed him the moment he stepped within five kilometers. The Spartan ignored their open stares and kept his focus fixed on Sam, meaning his stoic features were waiting when the Lieutenant dared to consider him as well. The weight of his full attention directed at her was unnerving; the single-minded concentration in his icy eyes like a predator fixated on his catch.

"No," she answered at length. "The Chief's coming with me."

"Going with you where?" Anya wondered, her tone too stunned to reveal whether she was angry or disappointed with this news.

Sam's attention remained tangled in the Master Chief, all that his presence stood for and implied, yet in spite of everything, she found strength in his complete stillness. "Back to _Infinity_ it looks like. I'm continuing the mission on my own." She looked to her team again, knowing it was them she was addressing and not John. "I took a gamble in bringing John here, and I overplayed my hand."

"What does that mean?" Hiro snapped.

"She's running away with her Spartan lover," Zeke answered and threw a derisive glare at the Lieutenant.

"Helling—"

"You chose to take _Infinity_ alone," he challenged rather than let Sam speak. He flexed his brow, opening his features with a silent accusation. "You didn't want anyone to join you when you infiltrated one of the biggest UNSC warships in service…"

Rodriguez picked up the trail he dangled before them and dared to wonder, "Did you know what was going to happen?"

"What?" Sam countered roughly.

"She went alone because she planned to meet him," Zeke suggested to his fellow teammates. Several of them hung on his treasonous words like the edges of a golden fleece, leaving the Lieutenant to gape openly as she faced the makings of a mutiny.

"That doesn't make sense," Noah said.

With at least one of her team in her corner, Sam swept in to smooth over the situation, "The risks were too high—"

"You wanted to bring him here without permission from command and without notifying your team," Zeke continued, yet again cutting off his superior officer whose hands had unintentionally curled to fists at her sides while she struggled to temper the anger flooding through her limbs.

"You let him walk around freely like he's a guest—not an enemy prisoner," Cassidy admitted.

"What's your plan, Lieutenant?" Zeke continued. "You want to sell us out to the UNSC?"

"No!" she growled between her teeth, that feral tone cutting through the disorder in the room and giving her a breath of space to regain control. "I'm finishing what I started on my own because I don't have any other choice. Command refuses to let us dock with the Chief onboard, and I refuse to make each of your pay for my mistake. I'll take the Pelican, and you all can continue on course as planned." Her shoulders rose and fell as if each inhale were kindling her fiery rage, but her face remained composed and her stance unmoving.

For a moment no one dared to speak as if the slightest wrong look might slap a bulls eye between their eyes. Only Anya dared to try.

"You never asked us." She kept her gaze tentatively on her hands and glanced at Sam once she was sure no reprimand slice through her. "You never asked us what we wanted."

Sam held her posture and her stoic outlook, but she couldn't restrain the venomous edge to her tongue. "I don't need to ask."

"Fuck this." Helling stood, knocking loudly into the metal table and bench as he maneuvered out of his seat, and strode toward the door to leave, but his dramatic exit was cut short by the Spartan roadblock.

The man stood a full head shorter than the Master Chief, dwarfed both by his sheer height and brawn, but Zeke was drunk on ego and frustration, enough to challenge, "You got something to say, Spartan?"

John gazed down at him without offering the faintest hint as to his private thoughts. He seemed more dangerous that way: calm and impassive with the indisputable power to snap into action before anyone was the wiser. For the moment, he didn't answer. Telling though was his stance in the middle of the threshold as solid as a boulder in Helling's path.

The man shifted his weight from foot to foot, sizing up the mute Master Chief, and asked, "Do you compute?"

"You weren't dismissed," John answered.

Zeke's face screwed in annoyed, a glimpse of false confidence like a flare that was unpredictable but quick to burn to nothing. "Get out of my way."

John stood still.

Zeke stepped forward seeming as though he would force his way past the Spartan, but in a blur of movement, there was a loud clatter and Helling was thrust face first into the metal wall. His right arm was wrenched behind him in John's grasp where a Magnum wavered in plain sight. Helling thrust with his left palm into the wall to throw himself against John or at least leverage his arm out of the Spartan's reach, but instead, John twisted harder, sending a sharp spiral of pain up into Zeke's shoulder and chest, so deep he felt it in his bones like they were twigs John could snap. He groaned into the metal, his face crumpled with hot pain, and in a second, John had the Magnum in his grip, leaving Helling to sink against the wall and cradle his almost dislocated shoulder. John calmly turned toward the team whose pale faces and wide eyes were stained in alarm: Each one of them had a handle on their weapon. Without a word, John cleared the chamber, ejected the magazine, and set the unloaded pistol aside before he nodded sharply to Sam.

The Lieutenant's jaw hung slack both surprised and uncertain by this open show of support in her favor. His acknowledgment, however, forced her to gather her wits and react since her team followed his lead and looked to her for answers. Her brief shock faded swiftly toward annoyance as the air settled in the room and the lines were redrawn. This was just what she needed: the Chief making her look like a UNSC lover when her team was questioning her allegiance.

"Sit down, Helling," she commanded in a gruff tone. "You're one word away from getting your ass thrown in the brig."

The man cringed to be addressed in a moment of weakness, but he steadied himself using the wall for support to regain his full stature. Standing tall and without a wince or frown to betray his pain, he strode toward the table and settled between Cassidy and Noah once more—avoiding John's eye the entire way.

Not until Zeke was seated did Sam continue, "This was my decision. It's what's best for the team."

"Lieutenant," Boone spoke up and leaned over the table to see Sam, "you need someone to hack those files."

"I might not be as great at decoding as you, Boone, but I'll manage."

"If the mission isn't finished, we have a responsibility to complete it," Anya said.

Sam hesitated. Perhaps she should have anticipated Noah and Anya would exhibit the most loyalty, but she was too blindsided by the near mutiny moments before to truly believe what they were saying. "You've done well—all of you," she replied at last. "We got what we came for… but there's still more I have to do."

Hiro picked his toothpick from his lips and slid it above his right ear, clearing his mouth for an awry smirk. His dark eyes shone impishly as he commented, "I never pull out early."

Sam's eyes narrowed at his typical innuendo, but then against her better nature, she smiled.

"They have a point," Cassidy muttered, loud enough that Zeke could catch it, and he was quick to react.

"Cass—"

"I haven't got a whole lot waiting for me," she interrupted in much the same way he had cut off their Lieutenant earlier. "Just bills and bitchy friends and a dirty apartment… I signed up for this because I needed to do something. So, let's get it done."

"You're going to need help, Lieutenant," Rodriguez continued. "You picked us for a reason."

Sam nodded while taking in each of their faces and saying, "I'm not asking any of you to stay behind with me. Whoever wants to can leave without judgment."

Appropriately all attention shifted to the one person in the team who had yet to rededicate himself to the mission. Zeke shucked off their heavy looks, leaden with expectations, and ran his tongue over his teeth to clear away the bloody evidence so that the others wouldn't realize how hard he had been thrust face first into the metal wall by their Spartan accomplice. He wasn't too deep in shit to save face.

"I'm here to support the cause," Helling decided. "I'll leave when I've done my job."

He briefly met Sam's gaze as if he were anticipating a slap on the wrist. The Lieutenant didn't spare him the breath: Instead, she spoke to her team, "Until we break the code, _Infinity_ is our best chance of picking up a trail. They'll be docked for repairs and supplies. It will be easier to slip in and out unnoticed than when they're in space."

"Depends on the dock," Boone noted.

"They're at Augusta Station."

For the slightest second, the team had nearly forgotten the Spartan on their doorstep as they became engrossed in the details of their next move, but his robust voice speaking out across them demanded attention.

"It's the only one in the Sol System large enough to dock _Infinity_," John explained when no one commented.

Sam immediately stepped in. "That's good news. They can't watch every inch of a station that size. We'll be able to blend in."

"Takeda knows a thing or two about that," Anya said and elbowed the man beside her.

Hiro smirked while he withdrew his toothpick from above his ear and twisted it between his fingers. Glancing at Sam, he asked, "So what's the plan, Lieutenant?"

O O O

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, 1628 hours  
><strong>**Interrogation Room 2**

Dr. Eduardo Ruiz was an elderly man at sixty-two with the wear and tear on his face to show for years of hardship. A self-made intellectual, Ruiz came from the poverty-stricken area of Guayas, Ecuador where he grew up with his great-aunt. His father had never been a part of his life, and his mother was forced to take on multiple jobs to feed and clothe her four children. His great-aunt was a good woman—severe, disciplined, and hard working. Rather than allowing Eduardo to work in the factories, she sent him away to live with another family and go to school. Being raised in such indecent conditions motivated Ruiz as the thought of returning to Guayas was a constant threat nipping at his heels. His sprint to the top of his class might have been fueled by desperation, but soon he discovered he had a passion for academia that kept him there. Psychology gave him an avenue to reflect on the mindset and people who had bore him, and he enjoyed the feeling of studying the inner workings of strangers like a child with a magnifying glass. He specialized in post-traumatic disorder, in his early career working in war-torn areas with civilians and soldiers alike, which inevitably spring boarded him into consulting with the military full-time. His insight on PTSD, notably genetic markers that tended to signal people more susceptible to the disorder, made him a valuable asset to the UNSC who turned to Ruiz when they needed a new director of psychology onboard their largest warship.

"Dr. Ruiz, you're in charge of the psychology division on _Infinity_," Fred began from his seat at the metal table. His data pad dutifully was in hand and set to record their conversation. Dr. Ruiz was the twelfth person to enter the interrogation room to speak with the Spartan Lieutenant, but for the number of medical personnel Fred had questioned, he had gained little if any valuable intel that might help him understand what had passed—let alone where to find John.

"Yes, I've been working with the military for some time now," Dr. Ruiz answered, "but I've only been stationed on _Infinity_ for a couple of years."

"In the medical reports, it states that you were meant to perform Spartan-117's psych evaluation." Fred turned his data pad on the table where Ruiz could see the report pulled up on screen. He tapped one section in particular, and it enlarged. "You personally arranged it."

Dr. Ruiz adjusted his slim metal-rimmed glasses to read the area Fred was referring to before he nodded and explained, "I looked forward to performing his psychological assessment. I've never had the opportunity to question the original Spartans, though, as part of my greater research, I hope to one day compare the successive Spartan classes and infer which is the best adjusted. My research will directly inform the military in selecting and training new recruits."

"Were you able to carry out your evaluation of Spartan-117?"

"No. But I can speak as to his mental state the day of the attack. I'm familiar with his file…" he trailed off and smiled, quietly adding, "as I am yours."

Fred's features hardened, giving a sudden intensity to his usually impassive regard, at the insinuation that some civilian could have access to his files. _That's confidential_, he assured himself, though the arrogant gleam to Ruiz's eyes said differently. _You don't have any idea what goes on in my head…_

"I'm interested in concrete evidence," he said, his entire internal debate taking barely a second. He casually flipped his data pad to face him and swept his fingers to address another screen as if dismissing the old doctor and his implied knowledge.

"Psychology may not be a tangible science, but the mind can be as dangerous as the battlefield. Mental illness is one of the leading causes of hospitalization of active-duty soldiers—not bullets or grenades, Lieutenant," Ruiz retorted sharply.

So his pride was his weakness. Fred might have felt a greater sense of satisfaction in provoking the old man if it didn't feel like prodding an old dog with a stick—child's play. He exhaled and scrolled through the next file despite having the entire document memorized: He enjoyed using his hands, perhaps an effect of practicing with his knives or rather the reason he preferred them. His eyes strayed from the file on screen to the psychologist.

_Maybe you can tell me since you read my file_, he mused sarcastically. Aloud, continued, "After the attack on _Infinity_, you reported that your personal computers had been hacked, but you didn't specify what was breached. Do you know which files were compromised?"

"Computer insurgency is not one of my talents, but the ship's AI Randall examined my computers and determined what files had been accessed and copied recently. Both my private and professional e-mail accounts were hacked, files upon files of my research were copied…"

"Were they able to retrieve any sensitive material?"

"Yes." Here, Dr. Ruiz folded his hands neatly on the tabletop and offered Fred a candid look that forebode bad news. "As part of my station, I'm one of the few people who has been given access to Spartan records. Everything from reports on recruitment, training, and later military engagements to biographical details to locations of active Spartans… He took it. All of it." Ruiz swallowed thickly beneath his tie and collar fitted to his neck, his dark eyes growing heavier and more severe. "Every Spartan has been compromised."

Fred felt a pit punched into the center of his chest. For a moment, he didn't breathe. This news struck him like venom to his veins, and he was almost numbed by the thought that someone like Ruiz could have access to such highly sensitive information and that same person could have let it slip through his fingers. In the wrong hands, those details put every Spartan in danger and by effect the entire UNSC. _But why would John take those?_

"I'll need copies of everything that was hacked," Fred decided, knowing he would find out for himself what John was looking for. He swept the screen on his data pad more brusquely than before and almost brushed past the photo of John's accomplice. Fred once again turned to show Ruiz the screen and asked, "Do you recognize this woman?"

Ruiz took the thin data pad from Fred and brought the picture near enough to his face that he could study it closely. He squinted his eyes, frowned thoughtfully, but at length answered, "No. I see hundreds of soldiers each day. It's impossible for me to remember them all."

Fred retrieved his data pad and returned to the original transcript of their conversation where the audio recording was automatically rendered. He highlighted and made a brief note beside Ruiz's admission about the compromised reports as well as a few others. "That will be all, Dr. Ruiz."

The doctor flattened his palms on the table to steady himself as he stood atop his two legs stiff with age. He reached to retrieve his cane only to touch the cold metal. When he looked up in search of it, he visibly startled to find Fred standing at the side of the table and offering his cane. Ruiz snatched it from his hand looking briefly offended by his unwarranted help or perhaps his superior agility.

"I was hit when I visited my hometown years ago," he grumbled, leaning on the cane as he hobbled around his chair. "Went right through my knee. I could have had surgery—"

"You want to remember," Fred surmised. "The shooter was aiming higher. Fortunate for you, he was a poor shot."

Dr. Ruiz's glasses gleamed beneath the interrogation lights as he craned his neck to look up at Fred. Beneath the sleek lenses, his aged features pitched in suspicion and annoyance.

_You're not the only one privy to personnel files_, the Spartan's blunt look said. Aloud he stated, "I'd advise you not to leave the station so long as my investigation onboard _Infinity_ remains active."

Ruiz looked toward the door and began his unsteady limp out of the room. "I'll have Randall send copies of the files to you before the day's out. If you need anything else, you know where to find me."

Fred monitored the doctor's exit, gazing at the door even after his white lab coat had disappeared from sight, lost for the moment in his private thoughts. The psychologist, his research, his security clearance… None of it settled well in his mind. Regardless of Ruiz's prestigious schooling or spotless record, no amount of classes or lab research could give him access to the Spartan mind. What they saw, battled, and conquered could not be ascertained by a series of questions. It was an indomitable truth they carried each and every day, both a curse and a blessing. They were the best for a reason; no one else could do what they did.

"Should I send in the next person, sir?" Spartan Petty Officer Sasha asked.

Fred's arctic eyes sharpened to focus on the soldier in the threshold. Her features were marred by the pale, pinkish skin stretching out across the right side of her face like a large smooth spider web etched into her flesh. From the top of her head down to her sharp cheekbone across the curve of her jaw and beneath the collar of her body suit, the scar spoiled what would have been an attractive youthful face. Fred had read in her file the injury was courtesy of a plasma grenade, which had exploded just as she flung a Marine out of its path. The latter was badly burnt by the incident as well, but he lived to fight another day, thanks to courageous split-second decision by this woman. By Fred's standards, that unpleasant scar personified the Spartans: They were defenders, no matter the risk.

"Yes," he answered and moved to take his seat behind the table once more. There was a mission to be completed, and a brother in arms who needed his help. For the umpteenth time, he wondered, _Where are you, John?_

O O O

**Augusta Station, 0549 hours  
><strong>**Dock C-01**

There were few things worse than being sidelined on an important mission, though perhaps being sidelined along with a certain Spartan Master Chief made the list. John was so tense as to be completely unmoving, and his taut, tangled energy was catching. By effect, Sam felt restless, constantly checking COM channels, their exterior cameras, their escape route, her watch, the engines, everything. Of course every now and again she spared the breath to shoot John a menacing sidelong glare as if to tell him to knock off the goddamn statue act. It freaked her out that someone could be so still, it made her anxious, and moreover, it was pissing her off that he had kept it up for the better part of an hour despite her obvious annoyance.

_I'm going to kill him_, she decided while flipping through the COM channels for the umpteenth time.

Why hadn't Hiro updated them? Their last contact was an hour ago to say they had made it to the dock where _Infinity_ was being kept. Security was heavy. They would have to turn off the COM so the signal wasn't picked up. John immediately agreed to this plan while Sam was more reluctant to let her team execute an extremely risky mission without eyes or ears on the ground. If they ran into trouble, they were on their own. Of course that had been the case ever since they stepped off the _Acheron_. John and Sam wouldn't be able to get within 50 meters of _Infinity_ before security cameras caught them and a tidal wave of Marines and Spartans swarmed to take them down. The entire UNSC was looking for them, unaware that they were sitting inside a rebel ship masked as a small independent freighter inside Augusta Station. Their only hope was that this plan was so stupid and ballsy it might work.

"They're inside," John said abruptly enough that Sam startled.

Exhaling, she shot him yet another glare. _Are your Spartan senses tingling? _she wondered dryly.

"They would have tried to contact us if something had gone wrong," he added, and since her attention was fixated on him, she was able to watch his jaw set like concrete hardening into place. All at once, her irritation ebbed. He was worried too.

Sam checked their exterior cameras to find the same unassuming activities busying about the dock and butted up against the same, massive wall of inaction. There was nothing she could do but sit beside this statue of a man and wait. Soon either one of those things might drive her mad, so she searched for something else to distract her. Inevitably her attention was drawn to John.

"Back there, with you and Helling…" she began slowly. "You shouldn't have gotten involved."

John looked at her neither surprised nor put off by this topic. Then again few things caught Spartans off guard. "He's a problem," he returned.

"I know how to handle my team." She sat up taller as if to display that authority and flipped through the COM channels again. "We're not UNSC puppets, you know. They're honest with me, and I appreciate that."

"He's undisciplined and disrespectful," John said, matching her power and certainty without the slightest change to his stance. "He'll only cause trouble as long as you keep him on."

Sam frowned. She envied how easily he could demand attention and compliance without raising his tone or trying on a fierce bravado. He was one of those few people with an innate ability to lead, yet lacking the ego and pride that made it impossible to sometimes follow too. She couldn't understand that. She'd never met someone on the battlefield who could disconnect from it with such cool, calm ease like he were really a machine commanded by a distant party. Did nothing get under his skin?

She returned lethargically from her thoughts, more placid and clear-sighted than before. "Things got heated for a second," she said. "He'll calm down and get his head together."

"He'll challenge you again."

"He won't."

"He will," John replied on her heels, "because he knows he can get to you. He'll turn your team against you if you let him."

So easily did her attempt to put John in his place turn into him giving her a lecture on being in command. He had been with her team little more than a day and was already pinpointing the weak points in their group: It was impossible for Sam to take the insult and swallow. "Is that what you Spartans do?" she asked. "Someone causes a hiccup in your mission, and you just leave them behind?"

"I've never left a man behind," John answered sharply. "And I've never taken one on a mission when he wasn't ready." His stare bore into her, making her realize how flimsy her strength was in comparison to his own and how much she wanted to look away and concede to him just from the power of that look. But she held it—even if her gaze was wavering. Maybe he wasn't a machine.

All at once the COM hissed to life, and Anya's voice came shouting through the speakers mid-sentence, "—compromised… Returning to ship."

Her words were muffled and broken by the sound of wind rushing past, but then Helling's voice came through growing louder and then fading as he yelled, "Go, go, go, go!"

They were running. Inside the dock, warning lights screeched to life all around them.

Already the ship shuddered with the vibrations of the engines warming, and next John was checking screens and loading their escape route onto the map while Sam grappled with the COM channels, trying to clear up the signal. It seemed Anya's had been damaged somehow. Immediately, Sam switched over to Hiro's channel.

"Takeda, come in. This is Quinn. Do you copy?"

The low hiss of the channel met her and nothing else.

"Takeda," she said more forcefully. "Come in. What is your position?"

Again, silence, but at last Hiro responded breathlessly, "Leaving dock. South entrance. Heading your way."

"ETA?"

The sound of gunshots and Hiro's distant cursing, "Fuck!"

Sam held her breath and focused on the hollow sounds of a firefight. She didn't dare to look at John.

"Takeda, come in," she tried when she could hold her tongue no more.

"A little busy, boss," he snapped back.

"I need an ETA!"

"Flynn, cover Boone… Get the fucking door open!"

"Takeda?" Sam waited listening to the ping of bullets on metal knowing he had too much of a shit sandwich on his hands to worry about giving her a time, but she didn't want that excuse. Not now. Not when they had the UNSC breathing down their necks. "Takeda!"

"ETA 17 minutes," he retorted.

Seventeen minutes? That was an eternity when security would be locking the doors to the docks and searching ships.

"That's too long. We need to leave in 10. 12 at the most."

"Tell that to Boone. You think he'd move a little faster with his old ONI buddies on our asses... Door's open. ETA 12 minutes give or take more trap doors."

"Roger that," Sam affirmed and adjusted the timer on her watch. "And Takeda, get everyone back in one piece."

"Working on it."

"See you in twelve. Quinn out."

John had already leapt to his feet and rushed out of the bridge to begin arming and prepping the guns. Without hesitation, Sam was on his heels. Twelve minutes was too long, but she had to trust her team to make it ten. It wouldn't be long before someone noticed their engines were on, though hopefully the chaos of a breach would distract attentions away from an "independent freighter" prepping to go blasting straight out of Augusta's belly. Sam had set the explosives shortly after their arrival in dock when most of the security and docking personnel were too exhausted and too busy with _Infinity_ to notice her. Their plan was not a feat of glorious military strategy that would be remembered for years to come. Not at all. Then again, the UNSC hadn't given them much of an opening either.

5 minutes.

Sam came bounding back into the bridge for a final check of the engines, maps, and cameras, in time to hear the tail end of that fatal warning: "...do not have clearance to leave the dock. Shut down your engines immediately." Immediately she switched off that channel without waiting to hear more.

"C'mon, Takeda," she murmured under her breath.

4 minutes.

Maybe they should hack open the door to the dock and have it waiting for her team. Suppose they were pinned on the other side...

"Activity at the east entrance," John's voice came over the intercom.

_Shit!_ It must be docking security, but Sam didn't want to believe they were so swift, so she demanded, "Friendlies?"

There was a beat where nothing was said before John answered, "Negative. Security."

Sam wanted to drop her head, close her eyes, pretend this wasn't happening. Instead, she said, "We have to clear the way for the team."

"On it."

The Lietuenant thought to tell him to hold his position, that it was too risky for him to venture out on his own, but then she remembered he was a Spartan. It was the poorly trained, poorly paid security personnel approaching their ship who needed to think twice.

3 minutes.

She tried Hiro's channel again: "Quinn to Takeda, come in. What's your location?"

"Knocking on your door, babe. East side," he replied amid a barrage of distant shouts and gunshots, yet his cheeky breathless tone gave her a sinking sensation. They were on the homestretch. Somehow that was always the most dangerous.

"Be advised there are security personnel outside the east entrance," she warned.

"Can't be as bad as the Spartan's on our six."

Spartan's bringing up the rear. She could deal with that. "Get to the ship," she commanded. "I've got a surprise waiting for them."

"Yeah. Just don't blow it early."

"Call me 'babe' again, and my finger might slip."

"Love it when you talk dirty," he countered so slyly she could almost feel his smirk slipping through the speakers. "Door's open."

_Fucking Takeda_... She rolled her eyes and snapped, "Quinn out."

Beneath her, she heard the echo of gunshots like thunder resounding inside the metal dock. Three security personnel went down. The rest scattered poorly behind what cover they could find while John abandoned his place behind a crate and hurried forward, Battle Rifle nestled in his shoulder and aimed to kill. Armor-less and charging, he looked almost invincible.

Sam quickly switched his COM. "John, friendlies coming in from the east. Hold your fire."

"Copy." He ducked behind the cover of a lifeless crane's arm.

In the absence of his fire, the remaining security guards dared out of their respective hiding places and bombarded the metal crane's arm with bullet after bullet. They were so busy firing at the Spartan they didn't see what was coming behind them. One by one each guard was taken down before they even had the chance to turn and fire at the Insurrectionists bringing up the rear.

Her team came running down the platform toward their ship when the east side entrance blew open in a flash of red, metal flew, smoke clouded the entrance. The force of the blow sent the platform shuddering, warped metal, and half her team fell to their knees or were thrown forward from the impact. Without hesitation, John stepped out, weapon loaded, and sent a cluster of shots into the smoke clearing lethargically to reveal the group of Spartans chasing them down.

"They've got a fucking Mantis!" Hiro growled over the COM.

"Fall back!" Sam ordered roughly and found the trigger to her explosives, activating them and holding her thumb over the detonator. "Explosives hot! Fall back!"

Her team scrambled inelegantly to their feet, Anya and Helling rolling to their backs to provide cover fire while the others made a mad dash for the ship. The latter made his way to his knees and then his feet while firing the entire time. He only paused once to grab Anya by her arm, tear her up from the ground, and throw her back farther down the platform. The young woman was so stunned that she stumbled over her heels, fell onto her back, and rolled over her shoulder to catch herself and look at Helling who had resumed the firefight. She hesitated, looking like she wanted to continue fighting, but the message had been unmistakeable: Get the fuck back to the ship. She ran.

Sam opened the door for her team to come filing into the _Acheron_ before she returned her attention to the two men still stranded on the platform. They were dead men walking.

"Helling, John, fall back now!" she yelled, but there was nothing she could do.

At that moment, Hiro came running into the bridge and slid into the seat opposite Sam. The engines roared to life, the ship shuddered, and they lifted up slowly preparing for their exit. He held the ship steady as he could, but time was flying past them. Bullets began pelting the ship.

"Dammit, Hell," Sam cursed to herself as she watched the Insurrectionist take cover. He was pinned. The Spartans advanced quickly.

"You have to blow it," Hiro said.

Sam turned to look at him to find for the first time his pale features completely sober and serious. "I have men on that platform!"

"They have a Mantis, Sam. We have to get out of here while we still can."

The Lieutenant stared at the screens, seeing Helling still pinned and losing ground between him and the Spartans. John was on the other end of the platform closer to the ship holding fire. It was a choice she refused to make.

"John," Sam said, "can you reach Helling?"

"Negative... Fire's too heavy, and I'm running low on ammo," he answered.

"Fall back," she commanded with as much strength as she could muster.

"Negative. I'll break right. Draw their fire away. It's me they want."

"Negative," she countered immediately. "You'll fall back."

"I'm not leaving him."

"You don't have a choice, John." Even if it were right, with each word she felt sicker.

"Preparing to break right," he returned, "in 3, 2..."

His counting fell off as he took notice of a small redhead working her way back from the ship toward the firefight advancing down the platform.

"What the fuck is she doing?" Hiro asked, losing a grip on his toothpick which fell into his lap with him none the wiser.

"Saving their asses," Cassidy answered from behind them where they hadn't realized the medic had entered the bridge.

The young sniper dared into the middle where bullets flew past her and threw two grenades. As they went rolling along the metal grates, they bounced and jostled farther and farther along. Helling abandoned his cover to throw himself farther from the platform like several Spartans who had been working their way forward but were forced to abandon their track and avoid the successive blows. Anya withdrew her rifle and began providing cover fire to John who had used the brief diversion to grab Helling. The three retreated jointly toward the ship, Helling limping heavily from the blast to close to his leg, but he didn't falter.

The Mantis brought up the rear behind the group of Spartans charging them, it's machine gun trembling to action as it spit out a barrage of shots. The line trailed up the platform, seeming to aim for the three people running for the _Acheron_, when at the last moment it veered off and hit the side of the ship. Immediately red lights blared to life across their screens, and Hiro thrust the ship back so abruptly that Cassidy fell to her knees and slid forward on the floor past them, narrowly catching herself before her head hit the metal console.

"Hold steady, Takeda!" Sam commanded shortly, knowing they'd just abandoned three of her team on the platform with Spartans ready and willing to take them down.

"We can't take that kind of fire!" he snapped back.

"Get my team on this ship, and we'll blow him into goddamn space!"

Hiro gritted his teeth. His usually slick black falling disheveled and unkempt into his face. Against his better judgment, he pushed the ship forward and eased it as gently as he could toward the platform once more. The fire from the Mantis returned, hitting them hard on their left side. Alarms blared once more, warning their shield was failing.

"Lieutenant..."

"Hold," she commanded.

The fire waned. Instead, fresh alarms ignited. They were being locked on by the Mantis' missiles.

"Lieutenant!"

The intercom crackled to life for Rodriguez to report, "They're on!"

Hiro closed the doors. Sam detonated the explosives.

The station shuddered. Metal groaned loudly. Alarms turned red inside the dock. Spartans were swallowed into outer-space. The _Acheron_ thrust backward behind the cover of a larger freighter which soon was dotted by the array of missiles aiming for the _Acheron_. They burst and exploded, knocking the large ship off of it's docking platform where it was pulled into the suction of the breach and drawn toward the open gash in the side of the station. It knocked into other ships, forcing some out of their platforms as well, grazing others, but it was jostled and thrown off its trajectory. Its bow caught on one ship, turning it sideways, where half would hit the side of the station.

"Get in front of that freighter, Takeda," Sam snapped.

He pushed the engines, but they couldn't hit full speed given the need to dodge debris and smaller ships knocked loose by the freighter. They jockeyed around, occasionally nicking the edges as they attempted to outrun the freighter and get out of the station. At last there was a gap on their right, Hiro hit the port side thrusters, they burst through the slender space, and they were under the belly of the freighter with a clear shot out into space if they could overtake it. He wasted no time in pushing the engines. The _Acheron_ grumbled and shook as it was propelled forward toward the breach. They gained momentum using the power of the suction with the force of their engines to slip past the freighter and out into space. Behind them the freighter crashed into the side of the station, groaning as the metal warped and tore in two.

They swung left and sped away from Earth.

* * *
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	5. Ghost

Chapter 5  
>"Ghost"<p>

_"Wisdom comes alone through suffering." — Aeschylus_

_**Acheron**_**, 1007 hours**

John stood in the bridge gazing out across the infinite expanse of space. At times he thought he had spent more days facing its endless symmetry than with both feet planted on the ground, so that even in the walls of a rebel ship among the company of strangers, he recognized the emptiness. Soldiers like him—Spartans—weren't afforded the luxury of a home in the traditional sense of the word. They followed the war like gluttons craving another fight, but the truth was it had nothing to do with the destruction or with the death. The truth was he'd never felt as natural as in combat. The military had adopted him, the fight had raised him, and the battlefield was his home, at least in the way Spartans understood the word. Years he had chased it. Years he had fought. Years he had sacrificed. Yet, staring into the face of that old familiar abyss, he realized he was standing on the other side.

"He's done."

John angled his chin subtly to catch the conversation behind him.

"What are you saying?" Sam's voice was strained at the edges, though she wore a brave front for her team; he would give her that much.

"I'm saying I've done all I can," Green answered. Her dull blonde curls were sticking from every direction in an unruly halo, and shadows sunk into the crevice of her eyes and hollows of her pale cheeks. She wore this morning's disaster in her furrowed brow. "This isn't a hospital. I'm not equipped to treat this."

"So he'll recover or he won't?"

"He will… I think. I just—I think the longer he goes without treatment, the harder it will be."

Sam didn't respond.

Left the silence to fill, Green absently continued, "I don't know if he'll ever be able to walk without help…"

Their first mission, and one soldier had already been sidelined. John gritted his teeth and stared across the space. He had recommended that Helling be benched given his erratic and disrespectful behavior, but not like this.

"And Flynn?" Sam asked.

"I patched her up, but she seems a little shell-shocked."

"So she's off too."

"No. It was a clean hit. Through and through." Cassidy exhaled slowly and added, "She was lucky."

_Lucky?_ John curled his fingers toward his palms. _Disobeying orders. Running into open fire. She's only lucky the bullet wasn't in the middle of her head!_

"What's your recommendation for her?"

"Do we have a choice? With one man out, we can't afford to lose another solider—especially not our sniper."

"That's not your call to make," Sam reminded her sharply.

Green caught herself and gathered her wits for the moment, long enough to answer, "She'll be sore and have to slow down for a while, but she can fight."

The Lieutenant digested this news before she continued, "And the others?"

"Bruises, scratches, and bumps. Nothing out of the ordinary."

"Good… Good work, Green. Send Helling and Flynn here. Call Flynn first."

"Yes, ma'am."

With that Cassidy left the bridge to the company of the Lieutenant and the Master Chief who were silent amid the buzzing and humming of the ship around them.

John replayed the scenes of the fight over in his mind, scanning for the faults that he should have seen and how he could have adjusted their strategy. For the injuries and the loss of their one advantage—their anonymity—John felt responsible. More than that he felt culpable that he had fumbled when he should have anticipated and adapted. He was better than this. He never let his team run into a fight they weren't prepared for without the foresight and planning to avoid this kind of sloppiness. Inevitably, though, he realized his overarching mistake: He hadn't been prepared for the unpredictable tactics of rebels in battle. They had nothing in line with the Spartans or even Marines he had fought beside. He couldn't anticipate their reactions in the heat of the moment and that made him feel helpless to have avoided the disaster on their hands. That wasn't a sensation the Master Chief encountered often and certainly wasn't one he took lying down.

"Are you going to say anything?"

Given the sparse options, there was no doubting who she was addressing, but even so, John didn't answer immediately. He had many things to say, so he started with the most pressing, "We have to abandon ship."

"Oh really?" she asked bitterly. If he was frustrated, she was furious, and the Spartan was an obvious target to pin her defeat. "You don't want to talk about what happened back there? You don't have anything to say about that?"

"We can't stay on the ship," he spelled out in spite of his inner aggravations. He could lecture her on the numerous failings at Augusta and how she should have commanded her team, but not now. "The engines can't take a jump, and if we push them, we'll lose them."

"You think I don't know that!" she snapped back. "It's not like we've got a whole lot of options!"

"We have to leave—"

"—and go where? Do you have another goddamn plan up your sleeve? Maybe a planet the UNSC doesn't know about?"

"We take the Pelican."

"The Pelican's not ready to fly."

"It's only a matter of time before the UNSC finds us," he said rougher than he intended to, only hoping to quiet her long enough for them to make progress. Every minute _not _doing something was a minute lost.

She wasn't interested. "It wasn't my idea to let the team proceed without eyes or ears on the ground. They should have never been out of contact!"

Evidently they wouldn't move any further until they barreled through this obstacle, so John turned and faced it. "They wouldn't have been able to get near _Infinity_ with their COMs enabled. The signal would have been picked up and traced back to us. Before we could have moved, they would have us pinned and have taken the team into custody or killed them. I told them to cut the signal; it was our only option."

"They're not your team to command," she countered and by effect revealed the real sore spot between them. "You don't decide what's best for them."

"No," he agreed. "You do. And part of leading is making tough decisions."

"I know that. I don't need a lecture on leading from a UNSC puppet!"

She spit out the words with less intention than habit. She seemed to have a habit of chasing the fight too, only he hadn't quite figured out what was driving her. Hatred was an easy excuse, but John saw more behind that tough mask than an Innie foaming at the mouth at the chance to take on the UNSC. He saw guilt.

He drew a steady breath and answered coolly, "You're too emotional. You let it cloud your judgment, and it's going to get you and your team killed."

At that moment the door to the bridge opened with a low groan from the old gears sliding into place, and their private skirmish was ended with an abrupt cease-fire.

Still, Sam couldn't keep herself from taking another stab. "You don't know shit about me," she warned.

Maybe not, but he was a quick learner; and if her quaking features and clenched fists told him anything, it was that he'd found the weak spot in her armor.

Anya stepped into the bridge and hesitated, sensing that she had stumbled into a combat zone like she could smell it on the air. The young sniper bowed her head with a bout of unease and roughed up the copper strands hanging in her face. All at one, she pushed them away and drew closer. "You wanted to see me, Lieutenant."

In a change of mood as abrupt as her anger, Sam dropped her attention from John and strode purposefully toward Anya like she might either attack the girl or take her into her arms. She stopped just short with an abruptness that felt restrained.

John stood unmoving on the periphery, though Sam remained acutely aware of him. He had a presence that couldn't be overlooked: the eternal woolly mammoth in the room.

Sam focused on Anya and asked, "How's your wound?"

The redhead pursed her lips while glancing off to the side with a look that said _I'm tougher than you give me credit for_ but answered, "Fine."

The Lieutenant hesitated at such a curt response, caught between the part of her that was still an officer and the part that saw Anya like a younger version of herself—determined to prove her salt in spite of all her good sense. Sam was stranded in the middle, so that her tone was similarly lost when she continued, "I don't know if you've spoken to Helling yet…"

At the mention, Anya's expression morphed tellingly, and Sam arched her brow.

"Looks like you have… He's out of commission until we can get him back to the _Bellicose_ and have his leg looked at."

As quickly Anya's features reverted to their quiet withdrawal.

It seemed Zeke hadn't given her the full story which was dually noted by the Lieutenant who explained, "I need to know if you can continue with the mission or not."

"Of course I can," Anya replied. She'd heard stories of soldiers fighting through much worse injuries than a bullet wound—especially one as clean as hers. Not to mention with Zeke out of commission, they would need her more than ever.

"This isn't a time for pride," Sam warned her. "There's no shame in needing time to heal. It's better you tell me now than when we're out in the field."

Anya appropriately reflected as Sam had hoped she would on the offer the Lieutenant was giving her. How many soldiers were handed an escape route on a silver platter? Times like these Anya wondered about her odd relationship with Sam. She never asked for special treatment. If anything, she wanted to fade into the ship and be indistinguishable from the gears that made it. Such was the effect of being the youngest and greenest onboard: She didn't want to be singled out. Yet for all her efforts to blend in, she could never escape Sam's eye. Maybe that was the mark of a good officer, but sometimes Anya caught herself asking if it was because she was another member of Sam's team or something else. It was undeniable that she looked up to the Lieutenant. Sam, on the other hand, looked out for her—more so than the rest. Did she not think Anya was capable enough to handle battle? If so, why did she take her on?

At length, the redhead asked, "What did Cassidy say?"

Sam lifted her chin as if to disregard the response even when she gave it, "Green says it's your call."

"Then I want to fight."

Something in Sam's eyes dropped, but Anya wasn't given the chance to understand since Boone came rushing into the bridge, wild-eyed and hastily dressed, all signs that he had not slept since he'd undertaken the code.

"Lieutenant, you have to see this," he told Sam as he collapsed into his usual seat and pulled up the files onto the main screen, blissfully oblivious that he had interrupted anything. That seemed to be the theme of the day.

Sam didn't reprimand him; she was too preoccupied staring up at the screen with bated breath. She almost didn't dare to ask, "You broke the code…?"

"Not yet," he grumbled. Even with the portion they had retrieved from _Infinity_ before they were found out, this baby was a bitch. He'd be lucky if he cracked it within the week, but he couldn't admit that to the Lieutenant. Instead, he redirected to what he had barged in for, "I was able to trace some of Ruiz's correspondences… You're not going to believe where they led me."

Sam watched as files were pulled up, leading them deeper and deeper into Boone's work, like peeling back each detailed layer of intelligence.

"While I was working on the code, I had a program running through Ruiz's mail. It was designed to track the correspondences, to map out topics, maybe find a key, but what I didn't expect was to find this."

A table opened on screen showing topics, words, and phrases neatly ordered by the amount of hits.

"The majority were dead-ends—just linked to his research or his work on _Infinity_… Except this one." Here, he scrolled down and pulled up the list of correspondences featuring the word _fuerza_, a series of mail in Spanish. "After I translated it all, I took it for boring mail exchanged between Ruiz and an old professional friend, some psychology professor at Oxford by the name—"

"Alessia Roman," Sam finished impatiently. These had been among the exchanges that had tipped her off to John's fall.

"Yes," he muttered in aggravation and picked up once more, "I meant to toss it aside with the rest of the junk in Ruiz's files, but I forgot to check it off the list when I ran a follow-up search—"

"Boone," Sam coerced.

The man caught his tongue on the cusp of diving into an in-depth explanation of his procedure. He was disappointed by the lack of interest in his work but simultaneously accustomed to it. Reeling in his pride, he hurried to the punch. "Well as it turns out… There is no Dr. Alessia Roman at Oxford. In fact, the only Alessia Roman I could find died in 2013 in Portugal, a waitress who never attended university, let alone pursued a doctorate. Alessia Roman's a ghost."

The Lieutenant cocked her head unconsciously as she stared at the e-mails lined up on-screen, her curiosity building with each one. "Then who sent them?"

Boone almost smiled. Moments like these he longed to cultivate the suspense like a magician prepping a fantastic trick, but he knew Sam's interest could easily twist to irritation if he stalled. There were no _abracadabra_'s in hacking. Reluctantly, he tapped into the follow-up research he had found and opened one file in particular where all the information he gathered had been written into a quick and dirty report, condensing the hours of research into two pages.

"I don't know yet," he replied. "But I know they came from a UNSC station orbiting Installation 03. Something called the Ivanoff Research Station."

"What the hell is that?"

"That's out of commission," John intervened suddenly.

Sam had forgotten the Master Chief and startled to discover he had silently found his way to stand beside her and view the screen. She frowned, not quite ready to address him but too intrigued to dismiss him. "You know it?"

"Yes." The Spartan stared at the information piled on-screen but didn't seem to register what was displayed there. Rather, he was reflecting about said research station, remembering the scientists and military personnel being composed by the Didact while he stood helpless among them.

"Why did you think it was out of commission?" Sam pressed when he didn't continue.

"It was attacked by the Didact." His cool tone didn't betray the memories clouding up his mind. He gritted his teeth and forced his sight to clear. "I assume they've shut it down and moved their operations. You don't rebuild a top-secret station after it's been found and hit by enemy forces."

"So what are you saying? That Boone made a mistake?"

"There's no way," Noah countered. "The trail doesn't lie. The letters originated from this base within hours of the Chief boarding _Infinity_. I'm sure of it."

Sam knew Boone and his skills well enough to recognize he was trustworthy, but simultaneously his bloodshot eyes and wrinkled shirt made her uneasy. With his appearance that sloppy, she had to wonder if his work hadn't slipped a little as well. Trying her best to remain diplomatic, and against her aggravations, she looked to John again for clarity. "What do you think, Chief? Is it possible they have researchers there?"

John couldn't answer with a hundred percent certainty, though he did note, "It's highly unlikely."

"What if it's not the UNSC?" Anya spoke up from the background, but her simple question resonated through the bridge as it offered up a chilling thought to silence all those gathered.

_What the hell did you find, Boone?_ Sam wondered to herself and felt her heart pick up its pace just at the insinuation of Anya's question. If fighting the Convenant and then the Didact had taught them anything, it was that their greatest fear was the unknown. It was the possibilities lurking throughout space. Sam fought against those thoughts before they could infiltrate her tough facade though it was easier feigned than actually accomplished. She focused first on Boone who looked pale and speechless staring at the screen, then Anya who too anxiously ruffed at her short red hair while looking at the report onscreen, and finally John, the only one among them who stood tall—eternally at the ready—as if he had already resolved to face any enemy who came his way. Unwittingly, she stared at him the longest, so much so that he turned to acknowledge her, and she searched his eyes without the faintest idea what she was looking for. An answer maybe? A solution? An idea of what she should say? She'd had one encounter with the Convenant to date. That was enough to make her turn the other way the rest of her life. But not John. He faced them more times than any other soldier, and even now, even at the possibility that they could face the Covenant, or the Didact, or something else—something unknown, he stood ready and willing. And for a moment, while she looked up at him, Sam pretended she was too.

"There's only one way we'll find out," she said.

John didn't flinch.

O O O

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, 1034 hours**

"We have patrols out sweeping the area for any sign of the enemy vessel," Vice Admiral Alexander Reeves said while massaging his fingers deeper into his temple as if he could knead away the migraine clawing within. Yet, when his dark eyes opened and glared from the screen, he found the source of his headache staring back. "Fortunately security cameras and dock records have the specifications we need to find it. An alert has been sent out to all UNSC-controlled stations and docks. It should only be a matter of time before we find them."

Fred couldn't have anticipated the infiltration of _Infinity_, let alone have known that John was behind it. Still, that didn't mean he wasn't as aggravated as everyone else that his target had been within his grip and slipped through his fingers—not to mention the number of Spartan and Marine casualties littered along the way. There were still ships searching for bodies floating through space from the breach, and the entire station was on lockdown while security personnel hunted for more explosives. Camera crews and news journalists meanwhile occupied plots outside the docks to report on the damage, replaying scenes of footage captured by bystanders of the attack and harassing anyone who so much as dared to step foot through that door. The crews hadn't even been able to assess the damage done to Augusta yet or the number of private and commercial ships that had been beat up or completely shattered in the early morning… It was a disaster, and it happened on his watch. The Spartan had no excuses, which was fortunate since Reeves wouldn't have stomached any. The only certainties were, first, that both were pissed and more determined than ever to find John and his accomplices, and second, that this COM session was doing little to accomplish their shared goal.

"What I want to know is how Spartan-117 went from having _one_ accomplice to _six_ overnight, and how they managed to get past our guards and dock in the same station as _Infinity_!"

Fred hadn't been charged with securing _Infinity_, so he couldn't answer for their lack of foresight or the holes in their guard. What he did know—but diplomatically refrained from saying—was that it was a flimsy plan on the rebel's part and had only succeeded because of their oversights. The bottom line though was that he needed to worry about his mission, not someone else's mess, even if it was dirtying his hands too.

Instead, he explained, "If I had been able to identity Spartan-117's accomplice, I might have discovered her ties and have informed Captain Lasky and security what to keep an eye out for." Fred gritted his teeth momentarily as his aggravation renewed. "But ONI has not replied to my request." There was little more frustrating than finally, after hours and hours and hours of searching, getting a hit on the woman's face and in the next moment receiving an alert from ONI that he was attempting to access information beyond his clearance. "I need to know who she is," Fred demanded shortly from a Vice Admiral who himself was looking for answers.

Reeves' gaze narrowed like Fred's comment were somehow an accusation, but then without warning he sunk back in his seat, furrowed his brow, and admitted, "ONI has been considering your request."

_Considering? _he scoffed at the idea of denying him. "How am I supposed to bring in Spartan-117 when I'm not being shown the full picture?" he asked.

"We weren't sure what to make of it ourselves. We didn't want to muddy the pool of information by adding this when we weren't sure if it was a happy accident or intentional…"

"I'm not following, Vice Admiral."

Reeves looked to his desk where he seemed to be accessing his data pad. Then a space opened on the left portion of the screen to reveal what looked like a personnel file. In the top corner Fred noticed a familiar face. It was a different photo, a better one, but he recognized instantly the shade of hair, the shape of her jaw, and the angle of her nose. It was her, but…

Fred voiced the question that had been gnawing at him for the better of part of three days: "Who is she?"

"She goes by Sam Quinn," Reeves answered. "She's a high-valued rebel officer with ties to Lyra Castilla, an Insurrectionist captain—possibly now of higher rank given the date of our last-known contact with her."

The name matched her face so well that Fred had the sinking sensation he had already known it. He scanned the tiny print squinting the slightest to make out what few phrases he could, grappling to make sense of the few clues offered to him.

Reeves continued, "This attack on Augusta has Insurrectionist written all over it. It seems like Spartan-117 has gotten mixed up with rebels."

_That's impossible_. It sprung to his tongue so fast, Fred was almost surprised he didn't say it. Fortunately, he was better composed than to blurt out the first errant thought that occurred to him, but that didn't make it any easier to withhold his thoughts when he heard such duplicitous words about his friend. They had fought rebels together. They believed in the UNSC. They were loyal soldiers, ready to die for their cause. John would never, ever turn his back on that no matter his mental state: It was part of the cloth that made him.

But the fact still remained that John had been seen escaping _Infinity_ with this Insurrectionist… How and why?

"I'd like to read her file myself, sir," Fred decided.

Reeves remained petulant and unmoved which did not bode well for the Spartan. "I'll talk to ONI, Lieutenant, and see what I can do," he said. "In light of this new information, your mission has changed. You'll bring in Spartan-117 and any Insurrectionists aiding him. Do you understand?"

"Aye, sir."

Long after his meeting with the Vice Admiral had ended, Fred continued to replay the conversation over in his head. It wasn't adding up: John's mental break, the missing files from _Infinity_, the rebel Sam Quinn, their return to _Infinity_, ONI and then Reeves' hesitation to give him clearance to the files. None of it fit in tandem, so that Fred became increasingly aware of the gaps in information. He hadn't been trained to assume but to assess concrete evidence, and there was a notable lack of that at the base. With every level he advanced, he expected the house of cards to fall as he built a case that felt more hasty than sound. Yet with ONI breathing down his neck, the roadblocks in his path, and the rebels' apparent brazenness, Fred hadn't been give much of a choice in the matter. He had to try to get a step ahead of them, but he didn't even know what direction they were headed.

"I've been able to identify one of the rebels, sir," Hypatia announced from her platform to the left of his desk.

On screen the files were transferred without question where Fred could explore in depth the service record of one Noah Boone—ex-ONI. These rebels were hitting close to home with ex-UNSC among their ranks, and that was one of the more significant details Fred had ascertained today.

"Dishonorable discharge," the Spartan noted aloud as he skimmed through the details of Boone's dossier.

"He was caught accessing information outside of his clearance," Hypatia explained.

_I can relate_, Fred mused sarcastically given his never-ending quest to view John's accomplices' file. "He sold the information to the Insurrectionists," he estimated.

"That was never proven. In fact they were never able to determine what his purpose was in accessing the information."

"But he was charged with theft of government property, unauthorized communication of national defense information, willful communication of classified intelligence to an unauthorized person, espionage…" Evidently ONI had been heavy-handed in doling out justice, though the UNSC had a long history of passing swift and harsh judgment on whistle-blowers—the question in this case, however, being whether or not Boone had done that.

"Yes. Over-stepping one's clearance is not taken lightly, Lieutenant," the AI agreed.

"Yet he was only found guilty on the first charge and sentenced to dishonorable discharge, forfeiture of all pay and allowances, and five years confinement."

"It would seem ONI accepted a plea deal when it became clear they wouldn't be able to prove intent and distribution of the information."

Fred smirked against his better nature. He wasn't easily impressed, but ducking ONI and then pleading out of charges that could have resulted in the death penalty and next seen working with the Insurrectionists, well, he had to give credit where credit was due. Boone was ONI's worst nightmare, a damn sharp intelligence officer now tied to the Master Chief. It was no wonder the Vice Admiral and ONI were on his heels: this could turn out to be the biggest military scandal of the century. They needed to do damage control before the fire spread.

At that moment, Hypatia stiffened unnaturally and declared, "Sir, there's a message coming in from Petty Officer Sasha."

"Patch it through." He eased forward with his elbow balanced on the edge of the desk, coiling in on himself unconsciously as if preparing for action. "Petty Officer, come in. What have you got for me?"

_"Good news, Lieutenant,"_ her disembodied voice replied breathlessly. _"The rebel ship has been spotted."_

Instantly Fred's adrenaline spiked, and his fingers curled tighter around the combat knife in his right grip, a token he always handled when contemplating. "Where?"

_"71 kilometers away nearing Mars. Marines have circled and boarded the ship, sir."_

_ Who gave them permission!_ charged through his mind, but that was to be determined later. For now there was only one question, "And?"

_"The ship was abandoned. We just received confirmation. What would you like us to do?"_

He exhaled all the air from his lungs in one, short grunt but otherwise hid his aggravation, save the white-knuckled grip on his knife. Regaining his posture, his features were neutral, and he commanded sternly, "Mark it's exact location and have it towed to Augusta. Our team will do a thorough sweep."

_"Lieutenant_," the Petty Officer began tentatively,_ "is that a good idea? Augusta's still full of civilians and reporters after this morning."_

"Good point, Petty Officer," he conceded and noted that left only one alternative. "I'll meet you and the rest of the team on the docking bay ASAP. We'll head out to the ship, clear it, and leave it to ONI to dispose of."

_"Aye, sir. Should I contact the others?"_

"I'll take care of that. Get to the dock."

_"Copy that."_

With that Fred cut the COM signal and turned his icy arctic gaze on Hypatia. "Find out who gave the order to board the ship and alert the rest of the team," he commanded as he stood from his seat, sheathed his knife, picked up his helmet, and retrieved his data pad in a blur of brief seconds.

"I should come with you," Hypatia intercepted when the Spartan Lieutenant made for the door, notably without her.

"No. You'll stay here and continue identifying the rest of the rebel team. I'll expect a complete list when I return."

He didn't wait to hear Hypatia chirp out, "Aye aye," before he tucked his helmet under his arm and took off down the corridor toward the docking bay. Time was the only thing separating John and the Insurrections from him, and Fred intended to change that. His pace quickened unconsciously, so that Marines and military personnel darted out of his path lest they be run down by the Spartan charging through _Infinity_'s belly. He in turn didn't spare them a glance. Like a wolf on the scent, he smelled fresh blood, and the hunt was renewed.

* * *
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	6. Higher Ground

Chapter 6  
><span>"Higher Ground"

"_War is peace.  
><em>_Freedom is slavery.  
><em>_Ignorance is strength." ― George Orwell, __1984_

_**Acheron**_**, 1300 hours  
><strong>**Nearing Mars**

"Lieutenant, the ship was empty when we arrived, but by the looks of it, the Innies left in a rush," Chief Petty Officer Morrison addressed the Spartan while guiding his team toward the bridge.

"That's not a surprise," Fred returned sternly. He was astute enough to grasp the delicate dance this level of sensitive operations entailed, but he hadn't quite warmed to the reality of ONI stampeding across his toes. Giving the order to board the _Acheron_ without even consulting him? It was poor form for any agency regardless of the circumstances. He reined in his temper to clarify, "I asked if your team had found anything of interest in your preliminary search."

"No, sir," he answered; his sharp tone a response to Fred's frustrations, showing Morrison had appropriately adjusted his behavior. "But we have men on the bridge seeing what they can dig out of the system. It doesn't look like they wiped it before taking of."

Fred frowned, for the moment imagining that they had been informed of the ship's whereabouts before a SEAL team stormed the vessel: Would they have been able to catch John and his accomplices before they fled? There was no answer, though Fred couldn't help considering the paramount missed opportunity. To the officer, he responded, "I doubt they'd leave any relevant information behind for us to find."

"They were in a hurry," Morrison conceded in turn and nodded to affirm the Spartan lieutenant's suspicions, "but they did run an encryption to block us out. It's pretty heavy stuff from what my team can determine. Why bother covering your tracks if there's nothing to hide?"

With the officer's question, they reached the cramped bridge of the rebel ship where several specialists crowded over control panels attempting to crack the code that could or could not be masking their next clue to finding John, or—as Fred saw it—where dozens of unwelcome hands were tampering with his scene. For the umpteenth time, he noted he would have to uncover who'd given the order without him.

"We'll take over from here," Fred decided, a keen edge to his words that gave no room for objections. "Have your men clear the bridge."

"Aye, sir." Immediately the soldiers funneled out of the bridge leaving it to the care of Fred and his team. These soldiers needed no direction for Spartan-IV Petty Officer Geoff saddled up to the main console without hesitation to try his skills at hacking into the system.

"Do you think they were sloppy enough to leave anything behind?" Geoff wondered, less to shuck his duties than out of genuine interest.

"Doubtful," Fred answered and watched for a moment on-screen as Geoff dove into the code. "But with any luck, they may not have had time to scrub the system."

"They've got ex-ONI on their team. They could trust his skills," Sasha pointed out.

"If he's ex-ONI, we know his tricks. And worst-case scenario, we've got AIs," Geoff assured them, his answer underlined by the sharp taps of his insurgency. "All I'm saying is they had to know it was only a matter of time before we hacked in. It's careless, Lieutenant, and that doesn't fit the profile so far."

"Augusta didn't go off without a hitch for them; they could need time more than they need to hide whatever's here," Fred offered by way of explanation. "Or maybe it's another diversion. Either way, we break the code ASAP. We need to keep moving."

To mark this intent, Fred immediately divvied out tasks for his remaining team who dispersed from the bridge, leaving him to finish, "Sasha, you'll help me sweep the cabins for clues as to their next move. Geoff, notify me as soon as you break through."

"Aye aye," Geoff answered.

Fred and Sasha made a quick exit as they adopted a Spartan pace to their work, but no sooner had Fred stepped through the threshold than Geoff called after him, "Lieutenant! I've got something…"

Fred spun on his heels to see the large screens suddenly swamped in code when a song began blaring throughout the ship:

"…_Hey little girl, I'm in a whirl, I've been a bad bad boy…_"

"What is this?" Fred asked loudly to be heard over the upbeat, 60's song spotlighting Geoff's misstep.

"Counter-insurgency protocol," Geoff answered in a strained voice. "I'm trying to override it."

"_…I'm on my knees, forgive me please, I've been a bad bad boy…"_

All at once a screen teeming with numbers popped up onto the displays, and the numbers began rapidly falling one by one like tile chips.

_ "…I'm not the man you think I am, I've given you warning…"_

"Petty Officer…" Fred warned while that uneasy intuition settled in his gut. This wasn't right.

"I'm on it."

_ "…You wake up and find me gone some sunny morning…"_

The numbers continued falling until only a small 5 was left in the center of the screen. A second later it too fell revealing a 4 in its place followed by a 3—

"Clear the bridge—now!" Fred commanded, the Insurrectionists' plan suddenly all too clear. The _Acheron_ was a floating trap.

Sasha and Geoff darted out of the bridge with Fred in back still eying the countdown. There wasn't enough time to run. One of his team yelled back at him, yet he stood his ground facing the inevitable 2, 1…

He held his breath expecting the floor to drop out from underneath him as the explosives fired off and obliterated the _Acheron_, its unwanted crew, and all its secrets. But there was no vacuum of breached air sucking him out into oblivion or fiery blast swallowing him whole. Instead the main wires all throughout the bridge shorted in mini-eruptions; the music died; the screens went black along with all the lights inside the ship; even the engines paused. Then the emergency generators roared to life slowly awaking the ship amid loud hums and buzzing of machinery warming. Back-up lighting flickered overhead. The screens ahead of him roused at a sluggish pace.

Fred exhaled. Of course the SEAL team had swept for bombs before allowing other military personnel onboard, but given their time crunch, some things could slip through the cracks. Fortunately, the Insurrectionists' master plan was not to blow up the Spartan team on their heels, but worse, to taunt them—_again_.

Geoff slipped back into the bridge and into his seat at the main console without comment. His response was the only viable one, to start up the system and determine how much havoc was done.

"What's the damage?" Fred asked after giving the officer a minute to assess the situation.

"Looks like the main system's fried," he answered. "I can't get anything but reserve ship operations to respond."

If possible, Fred's mood sunk even lower. He knew the answer but asked all the same, "Is the data recoverable?"

Geoff continued typing, prying deeper into the system where he could. He shook his head. "There's no way to tell until I get it back to _Infinity_, but I doubt it."

"They're toying with us," Sasha said from the doorway with the effect of voicing everyone's frustrations. The Spartans weren't often the butt of jokes, but this was no time for bruised egos. Turning to her commanding officer, she asked, "What now, Lieutenant?"

_Retribution_, he hoped. Failure wasn't an option. To his team, he addressed, "We sweep the ship as planned, _thoroughly_. I want every inch searched. They abandoned ship in the middle of space. We figure out how they got away; we find them. Let's move."

The team dispersed once more, but this time their descent through the ship was marked by a newfound determination. If the Insurrectionists' crude tactic had hoped to throw them off the trail, they'd only incited new resolve. Fred in particular found a certain clarity in his anger that guided him to the cargo bay of the ship.

Aside from the routine supplies, munitions, and provisions, which had all been raided in haste and sacked recently, Fred discovered abandoned tools and scraps of metal in the loading area. They could have been used to repair the _Acheron_ from the damage done at Augusta, but as Fred squatted beside some of the scraps, he examined the material, specifically eying the telltale gunmetal grey paint with what appeared to be the very edge of a white emblem. His eyes narrowed to sharpen their focus as he brought the piece closer toward his helmet. Against all the junk the Insurrectionists had left in their wake, this one particular piece stood apart. It was familiar.

_John and his accomplice escaped _Infinity_ in a Pelican_, Fred recalled then and angled the metal to examine the torn edges. _It was never recovered_…

All at once Fred was on his feet commanding through his COM, "Hypatia… Contact Vice Admiral Reeves. I know what we're looking for."

O O O

**Pelican-D79, 0503 hours  
><strong>**A day after 'Augusta ****incident'**

"_Are you listening to me, Sam?"_

Her eyes strayed unfocused as she surrendered to the siege of distant memories.

_"Goddammit. This is an act of war! How could you be so impulsive?"_

She remembered a day without a name—the way the sun warmed her skin, the sand oozing between her toes, their screams as they ran from the waves and then chased them back into the sea once more.

_"For Christ's sake, are you _listening_ to me! There will be repercussions for this!"_

"No there won't be," she muttered at last, voice heavy from her thoughts.

_"You attacked one of the UNSC's largest space stations. Of course there will be repercussions."_

"Not for you," Sam clarified. "They're after us. And they'll chase us to the ends of the universe for what we have."

The COM channel was silent in response while Lyra attempted to understand. _"What are you talking about? You're not making any sense... Have you listened to a word I've said? They're talking about bringing you in, Sam! I'm putting my neck out just by talking to you!"_

"It won't matter what we did when they see what we've got. What we pulled from _Infinity_…" her voice trailed off, and she paused lost for words.

_"What, Sam? What could possibly be this important?"_

"It's everything," she answered while shaking her head. "It took Boone five days to crack; that's why we went back to _Infinity_—to find the key. And Boone did it."

_"Give me a straight answer, Sam. What are you talking about?"_

"I got the records!" she snapped only to remember the members of her team sleeping nearby, so that her voice hushed in the next second to a strained whisper, "I finally got my hands on them."

_"The records…?"_

"Yes." She almost didn't dare to admit it aloud knowing how dangerous it was, but it was too tempting not to share, "Spartan records. Every file on the program, biographies, recruitment tactics—_everything_. I knew Ruiz had access to them, but I didn't expect it to be this much."

_" Sam,_" Lyra exhaled slowly. The COM channel hummed with silent shock before her commander rebounded, _ "You have to bring it in. You have to bring it now!"_

"No. No, I can't."

_"What do you mean you can't? You have the entire UNSC after you, and officials here are just about ready to hand you over after the stunt you pulled! You have to get back here and clear your name. We can protect you."_

"You can't protect me. Not from something this big, Lyra, and if I come home, I'm just bringing trouble to your doorstep. We have to keep going. There's more to the mission."

_"What are you looking for, Sam? First, all you could talk about was getting your hands on these files, and now you have them. You can finally figure out—"_

"It's not about that anymore," she interrupted brusquely, too swift to seem less than guilty, but even so she dug her teeth into the task at hand. "There's something going on, Lyra. I'm telling you it's bigger than anything we've ever seen, and we need to stay a step ahead of it if we want to get through it." She drew a breath to steady her before she asked for the impossible, "I need your help."

_"Sam… If you don't come in, I can't help you," _Lyra replied solemnly.

"I need a ship," the lieutenant said without pause. "Stealth. Fast. Fully equipped. I need it as soon as possible."

_"You think I've got that kind of hardware lying around?"_

"I know we've got access to at least one. I heard the whispers back at base. Something like that doesn't stay a secret long."

Again the muted hum of the COM channel warning that Sam was treading precarious territory, but given her latest stunts, there was no steady ground in sight. At last Lyra said, _"… I don't have it, and even if I did—"_

"You know who does," Sam pressed.

_"Don't,"_ the commander warned.

"Lyra, we're floating around the Sol System in a Pelican with the UNSC on our heels. Our days are numbered. We can't outrun them in this, and we sure as hell can't hide in it," Sam appealed more sternly bending toward the screen as if she could reach through and physically take what she needed. "Give me something."

"_I can't. You know I can't."_

She nearly dropped her head and accepted defeat. It wasn't the finality in Lyra's tone but the despondency that signaled Lyra had lost hope in their mission, maybe even in her. Like the stubborn ass she was, Sam dug in deeper when she should have listened to reason.

"Do you remember the first time you found me? One of your officers had heard about me. So you came looking, and you picked me up, dusted me off, and gave me a purpose… I don't think you planned to, but you must have seen something in me." It was a cheap stab, a Hail Mary, one Ace up her sleeve she wouldn't be able to use again. Drawing it this early in the game was risky, but they were losing ground between them and the UNSC. With her team sleeping squashed into the Pelican behind her, there was no mistaking where their collective trust hung. She couldn't disappoint them. She couldn't let them fail.

Wryly, Lyra confessed, _"You were a little shit."_

Sam smiled at the statement, the best summation of her younger self that could be given. "You must have seen part of yourself in me," she baited gently. "So you took me in and raised me like your own. You swore to teach me, to protect me, to help me… You swore you'd have my back no matter what."

Lyra didn't answer. She was a quick woman, sharp as a tack, so surely she foresaw this play long ago and had already devised the perfect counterattack. But for her strategic prowess and martial experience, Lyra was also a woman who'd inexplicably adopted one wild, snot-nosed orphan years ago. That same maternal urge won out in the end.

"_I'll see what I can do,"_ she conceded.

Sam smiled wider, but it was hollow. This was not a victory like a child granted another scoop of ice cream; it was knowing that she was swimming farther and farther into the deep while help stood idly by at the shoreline.

_"But this is it, Sam_," Lyra warned._ "I can't protect you anymore."_

Her smile grew stale. "I know."

With the communication ended, Sam idled longer at the controls processing what had just taken place and the implications of her decision. Already she had calculated the possibilities, the probable outcomes, and the very marginal chance that they would evade the UNSC long enough to succeed in their mission. Now she asked Lyra to put her neck on the line as well, to save her ass from the flames when Lyra was right: Sam had more than she'd ever bargained for. Fourteen years she had been chasing after these records, and at last she had them. Not only that, but she also had John as her would-be hostage. She could return to base a legend, so what was it, _pride_ that kept her digging in? Was she so selfish as to put her whole team in danger to prove a point? Sam didn't doubt that it was a convincing theory, but seeing as she'd tried to dump her team safely out of harms way, it didn't stick.

Maybe she didn't know how to face the emptiness that came after the realization of a lifelong purpose. If she had the files, what was left for her? But Sam wasn't trying to fill the time or cling to the increasingly hot heels of her latest mission because she didn't know how to let go. At least she didn't think she was. No, it was what she found inside those files, the answer she had been searching for her entire life that kept her nose down. These files were a stepping stone toward her ultimate goal: She wanted the SPARTAN Program terminated—_permanently_. She was going to tear those beloved super soldiers right from the heart of the UNSC, and with what lay at the end of this trail, Sam knew she would have the ammo to do it.

Long minutes passed before the lieutenant emerged from her thoughts and rose from the chair. In that millisecond twisting from the console, Sam caught a glimpse of sharp blue eyes and realized the Master Chief was awake. Had he heard her entire conversation then? She didn't need to ask. She recognized all too late that her guard had dropped during her conversation with Lyra, so she held his gaze, hardening herself with bitterness and anger to match his grit. Even seated he appeared indestructible opposite her as stalwart as steel. He didn't move not even to blink, and Sam didn't speak. Instead she turned her back purposefully to him and sat before the controls once more.

Soon, Lyra would send word—and hopefully a miracle.

O O O

_**UNSC Infinity**_**, 1011 hours**

"Welcome back, Lieutenant."

Hypatia's ghostly projection flickered to life at the edge of Fred's desk when he returned from a meeting with his team. For the better part of the morning they had been reviewing minute details from the scene at the _Acheron _in search of more substantial clues. So far none of the data was recoverable from the system, not that they were even sure there had been anything left behind for them to find. Still Geoff was working with a few specialists to see what they could lift out of the wreckage. Since the _Acheron_ had been commandeered, an ATL on the Pelican-D79 from _Infinity _had been sent out, even more ships and teams were out sweeping for signs of the rebel team, and with Hypatia's help, he had managed to identify four out of the six accomplices seen with John at Augusta. In spite of the media coverage running rampant on the explosion, ONI's assistance, and a pile of evidence, Fred felt no closer to finding John than he had when this mission landed on his desk. It was no surprise then that the general lack of progress had stolen his mood.

"Hypatia, report," he said brusquely while taking his chair.

"I've identified the last two accomplices of Spartan-117," she responded. "I wrote up brief reports on each and uploaded them to your data pad while you were in the meeting."

"Anything I should be looking for?" he asked as he took his data pad, pulled up the information, and began perusing the two files. Brief though they might be, they were inevitably dense with everything from basic biographical information to last-known accomplices to criminal records.

"Nothing that I would consider out of the ordinary for this group, sir, but you did get something recently from Vice Admiral Reeves. He passed along a report from ONI written only a few hours ago. It may help us locate the rebels."

Immediately his attention redirected away from the biographies of Hiro Takeda and Anya Flynn to the message waiting in his inbox. No longer flagged as unread, he realized, "You opened it without me."

"Given the urgency of our mission, I thought it best to proceed," she answered unapologetically.

Lately those around him felt entitled to encroach on his authority. It wasn't ego that made him so aggravated, but more the fact that in blurring the chain of command, they were leaving a sloppy wake in their trail. How was he expected to find John and his accomplices when he had SEALs and Marines contaminating his scene at the _Acheron_ and now even Hypatia rooting through his email? His jaw tightened, but he remained silent on the matter for now, too engrossed in the content of the message.

"So ONI reached out to their asset within the Insurrectionists," he deciphered. "And they turned up some good intel. Commander Castilla has been busy in the last day."

"You'll recall Spartan-117's original accomplice, Sam Quinn, has ties to Lyra Castilla."

Fred continued skimming through the report, breezing past the obvious details to the crucial. "Looks like the commander made plans to move some heavy machinery and in record time."

"If the rebels escaped the _Acheron_ in a stolen Pelican from _Infinity—"_

"They know they can't outrun us," Fred finished curtly and looked up from his data pad to eye Hypatia's holographic image. "They have to ditch the Pelican, but we have an alert at every dock in the Sol System and ships out searching for any sign of them. The Pelican was damaged leaving _Infinity_; it can't take them anywhere fast…"

"Yet we haven't caught any sign of them or the Pelican," Hypatia pointed out.

"And we won't." The lieutenant turned to his data pad once more reviewing the cryptic information. "Either Castilla is making a move to meet them or sending them an escape plan. But they know they won't make it far trying to flee the scene in a damaged Pelican," Fred mused.

"They've already reached the ship."

"I don't think so, unless it was premeditated, but I don't believe that either. These orders from Castilla wouldn't seem so rushed, and if they had the ship waiting, why take the Pelican at all and run the risk of being spotted in a UNSC craft?" Fred frowned with thought and inserted himself into John's shoes, imagining if he were in the situation how he would proceed. It seemed clear to Fred that John and his team were on the run; this was too messy to be planned. So with limited resources, time ticking, and the UNSC breathing down their necks, Sam Quinn reached out to Lyra Castilla for back up. Evidently Castilla agreed and exerted her full influence to get the right machinery up and moving. _But then what?_ His mind raced through the possibilities until he arrived at the one viable option. _They won't reach the ship before we catch up to them in a Pelican…_

Then Fred emerged from his thoughts and leaned back in his chair as he realized, "Someone picked them up."

O O O

**Commercially-operated **_**Ran**_**, 0824 hours  
><strong>**Sol System, Three days after 'Augusta ****incident'**

"_The international community remains in an uproar over the attack at the Augusta Space Station, which just three days ago, was the site of a vicious guerilla attack that resulted in the damage of untold credits, loss of numerous lives, and still many more injuries. The incident continues to draw fire from commercial businesses and independent ship-owners who took the brunt of the damage and who claim they have received few answers from authorities. Erik Paulsen, CEO of Næss Line, Ltd., was one of the most recent to speak out…"_

The shot switched to a press event held by Erik Paulsen. A stately man with sleek blond hair and a crisp grey suit, Mr. Paulsen wasted no time in pointing fingers. "_Myself and all of my employees have aided the investigation into this violent strike. At every turn we've offered our undivided attention and our resources in finding the criminals who attacked Augusta_, a_nd yet our good intentions have been answered with silence of the loudest capacity. The investigators refuse to respond to our questions. Our property remains in confiscation, costing us credits each day and crippling part of our operations. We've not been told who is responsible or how the investigation is progressing. This secrecy is unacceptable."_

Yet again the shot switched to the lead reporter on scene outside Augusta's taped-off C-level docks. "_But commercial shipping companies are not the only ones outraged by what some are calling a direct attack on maritime industries. Recently environmental groups have come forward chastising authorities for the poor collection of debris floating through space—"_

Captain Karoluk muted the broadcast and glanced at his companion. "They haven't tied the attack to the Insurrectionists."

"They have," she corrected, adding to herself, _I'm sure they have neat little files on me and all my crew, but they're holding their cards close to their chest. They don't want us to know what they know._

The captain eyed her profile even as she gazed purposefully at the screen and watched the reporter interview an enraged environmentalist who was picketing outside the scene with her comrades. Karoluk had his own motives for aiding and abetting anti-UNSC fugitives, and he'd had an inkling of how serious this matter was when none other than Insurrectionist Commander Castilla personally contacted him and requested a pick-up. Still, he had assumed at worst that said "package" was a group of Innies who had ruffled the wrong feathers, not this lieutenant—no more than a _little girl_ in his eyes—and her team who had managed to single-handedly piss off the whole UNSC.

"Getting cold feet?" she challenged when he made no further comment and turned to grant him a blunt look that made him feel transparent.

Karoluk snorted at the prospect and laughed, his belly heaving with the action, but beneath the façade his bravado seemed forced.

Sam's gaze narrowed briefly before she adopted a more passive expression. "I need to speak with my team. You have another stop before we leave the Sol System?"

"Yes, but we can leave now," Karoluk answered. "You're paying me enough to make up the difference."

"No," she said sharply. "You'll keep to the schedule just like it's any other day on the job. We don't want to draw suspicion, understood?"

He smirked, no doubt pricked by her tone, which accounted for his cheeky reply, "It's your chariot, Princess."

_Princess? _What did she expect from a ship-for-hire? Certainly not respect, but evidently a little bit more decorum was too far a stretch. She stood without comment and abandoned the bridge to Karoluk and his whiskey breath. There was nothing more to be shared, only the hope that Karoluk's desire to be a thorn in the UNSC's side coupled with his greed would hold him from selling them out to a much higher bidder.

Sam had every intention of speaking with her team and debriefing them on what little information she had garnered. Mostly she needed to calm their suspicions about stowing away on a commercial freighter with one drunk, grimy captain's word protecting them from the UNSC. That was the more difficult task as her successive encounters with Karoluk had done little to improve her confidence in the man but rather undermined his promises of a safe escape from the Sol System to where they would rendezvous with their new ship.

Commander Castilla had called within hours of her last communication with Sam to inform them that she'd located a ship and had it deployed to meet them so long as they caught a ride to the location. There was no telling how many strings she had to pull, how many jobs she threatened, or how many bargains she made to pull it off. In the end it didn't matter. Lyra kept her promise and would deliver the team the only stealth-equipped vessel the Insurrectionists had been able to get their hands on in the last half a century. It was sweeter than a lifesaver at sea and their only hope of surviving into the foreseeable future. Beyond that, Lyra had promised to outfit the ship with weapons, ammo, and what few intelligence devices she could spare. It was far more than Sam or her team deserved, which meant they had that much more to prove. And right now, Karoluk was on Sam's radar as a potential roadblock toward that goal.

When she surfaced from her inner conflict, she discovered her feet planted in front of a table in the galley where a certain Spartan-II was finishing his late breakfast. Not a surprise since her team had to eat after the main crew of the _Ran_ and were allowed whatever leftovers remained, apparently some colorless mound of porridge judging by John's plate. The Master Chief himself had straightened and was staring at her expectantly, leaving Sam to wonder how long she had been standing there mute and lost in her thoughts.

She coughed uneasily to break the silence and asked, "Where's everyone?"

"Back in the cargo bay getting some rest," he answered.

"Shouldn't you be with them?"

"I thought someone should wait for you."

Sam lifted her brow in mild surprise at this revelation and smiled. "I'm a big girl; I can eat my breakfast alone."

"Not to have breakfast with you," he amended seeming to purposefully avoid joining in her joke. "To be debriefed."

The brunette's smile fell so easily, and she slipped onto the metal bench opposite John. "There's not much news," she confessed, resting her elbows on the table and easing her face into her hands. Her fingers massaged blindly at her temples and forehead before curling toward her ears and sliding down her neck wrought with tension. "ONI's keeping a tight lid on it all. They're not disclosing the truth." At length she lifted her head again and considered John watching her with his usual impassive stare. She wondered if he had always housed an incessant resolve like an anchor ready to weather the storm or if it were a lesson he'd learned through hard years.

"Do you think we have a chance?" she asked suddenly.

John hesitated; it was an almost unperceivable tremor in his calm front so that Sam wasn't sure if he was taken off guard by the honest question or conflicted as to how to answer it. A second later, he responded, "We have a head start. That might be enough."

"That's all we have right now. That and Karoluk's word," she said not sparing a cynical bite to her words.

"You don't trust him," John understood while leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table.

Facing a potent look, Sam realized she had his undivided attention. She caught herself briefly, suspended between the tough front she needed to don for her team and the simultaneous need to confide in someone about her suspicions. The Master Chief didn't seem the type for intimacy, but he had her confidence. That was enough.

"No," she confessed and let her hands fall to the table. "I think he's a scumbag, one who until this morning was unaware that there was a greener option than delivering us safely to our ship. It's all over the news what happened at Augusta. He put two and two together. He knows what we're worth now, and that… It makes me uneasy."

John digested this news under the same calm exterior, and while it was a relief, his poker face didn't give Sam much indication of his thoughts. After a moment, he suggested, "We don't need his crew to operate the ship. We can take control."

"Not yet." The thought had crossed her mind more than once, and she was almost relieved to hear John echo it and validate her paranoia. "They have one last delivery. I'm worried if we take over now, the company will get suspicious and make some calls. We don't need the attention."

John nodded. Even if they docked and delivered the cargo under the guise of Karoluk's crew, there was no guarantee that Karoluk would cooperate under duress or that the dock wouldn't have increased security looking for their team. It was too risky.

"Our only option is to wait, at least until this last dock," Sam surmised wearily.

"We'll keep an eye on Karoluk and his crew. Boone can hack into the system and let us listen in on the COM. We'll get a heads up if Karoluk is planning anything."

"And we'll make a back up plan in case," she agreed, only to mutter sardonically, "What's another fire escape from a ship mid-space?"

"It's a decent strategy under these conditions," John offered.

Sam met his gaze abruptly, smirked, and shook her head. "You must be exhausted; you almost complimented me."

The edges of his mouth twitched, but John bowed his head as he stood to hide it. He gathered his tray, muttering a warning, "Don't get used to it."

When he glanced at her to gauge her reaction, he didn't anticipate her sitting straight in her seat, mouth slightly ajar as if insulted. He frowned in confusion, and she explained, "The great Master Chief has a sense of humor…"

This time he smiled in spite of his better nature. He must be tired to find these poor cracks funny, but sometimes it was good to laugh and remember what it felt like. He left her to clean off his tray.

Sam followed after him to grab a mug and retrieve some watery coffee. She sipped it, cringed, and eyed John over the lip of her mug. They seemed to have breached a new level of camaraderie only moments before, so perhaps it was too soon to broach the sensitive topic. But Sam meant it as a peace offering when she asked, "Do you want to look at the files?"

John stiffened, and she knew immediately it was the wrong thing to say. "The Spartan files," he understood.

"Yeah…" She sighed and eased her hip against the metal cabinet to her right, trying to soften her misstep by clarifying, "You could look up your friends, see what happened to them. Even see what they wrote about you."

John set his tray aside to dry, wiped his hands, and faced her. "Have you looked at them?"

His stance was abrasive but not necessarily combative. Even so, Sam took a beat before admitting, "Yes."

"And you're going to hand them over."

"Yes," she answered this time without pause.

His features settled into a hard stare. It was one thing to violate his privacy and that of every other Spartan, dead or alive, but it was another thing entirely to use their stories as propaganda and to risk untold civilian lives, lives that depended on the Spartans when there was nowhere else to turn, by undermining them. He challenged, "You want to show that the UNSC is corrupt. Fine, but what are you willing to sacrifice to prove you're right?"

She tilted her head slightly as if she were surprised to see him draw the line at this. "All's fair in love and war, Chief."

"So if the UNSC makes sacrifices, they're corrupt. If you do it, you're playing the game."

"We can't exactly fight fair when they don't," she scoffed. "You don't win wars that way."

He shook his head at her stubbornness. "Even if you manage to expose the less honorable aspects of the UNSC, the Insurrectionists won't win."

She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and lifted her mug to her lips, muttering, "Funny. I didn't read that Spartans were psychic too."

"You're smarter than to believe that," he persisted. "You know the Insurrectionists are a dying breed."

"I can't tell if you're accusing me of disingenuously hating the UNSC or betting on a losing horse."

She was evading him—her gaze, her responses, her posture… Everything meant to shield her true identity, but it was a fool's errand. In the brief time they'd spent together, John had found her weak spots and honed in on his ability to read her. He didn't hesitate to pierce her armor, stating, "I think you're using the Insurrectionists for your own end."

Her eyebrows lifted dramatically, and she questioned, "What end?"

"I don't know yet," John confessed and studied her gaze when she dared to meet his. Her act was slipping. "You've had military training, and your vendetta against the UNSC is too personal to be Insurrectionist propaganda. You've seen my file, so what about you, Sam? What happened to you?"

She stilled, a sign he treaded far too close for her comfort, and quickly redirected on the defensive, "You know for a war hero, you can be an arrogant ass sometimes. It's not your fault, I guess. They brainwashed you to think you were the greatest there ever was. After all, without the Spartans, where would humanity be?"

"On the brink of extinction," he answered bluntly. "But we haven't acted alone. My men sacrificed their lives just like any other soldier on the battlefield. We never got special treatment."

"That's always the logic, isn't it? Sacrifice one; save a hundred." She set aside her mug and divulged her full attention when she looked at him next. "I think the SPARTAN Program can't justify how many lives it took with how many it's saved. How are we defending humanity when we're stealing children, experimenting on them, and turning them into super soldiers. What humanity?"

John eased his head back shocked to hear her hatred for the UNSC was at its base a question of ethics. Succinctly, he reviewed, "You'd jeopardize the lives of billions of civilians just to campaign for soldiers who never asked for your help."

"I'm not doing it for you," she corrected and looked almost offended by the insinuation. "I'm doing it for those billions of civilians you claim to protect. Who's protecting them from the UNSC?" She scoured his face for any sign that her words were sticking, yet there they stood wholly at odds. She tried to explain, "People deserve to know what measures are being taken to supposedly defend them. Families deserve to know what happened to their kids. Before you were a Spartan, you were someone's son, John."

"I've saved a lot more sons because I'm a Spartan," he returned.

Her mouth opened. She wished she could put her hands around his neck and shake him until his front cracked and showed her what lie beneath. "God. They _burn_ you, and you _still_ defend them." But Sam didn't surrender so easily; she challenged, "Maybe I'm an opportunist, but you're not what you put on either—not some brainwashed super soldier. If you were, you wouldn't have come with us."

"I believe in the Program," he corrected. "And I'll take down any threat to my comrades, even if it means taking out some UNSC officers who don't like how we do our jobs." Effectively he divided the SPARTAN Program and the UNSC. It was one of the more significant points he had revealed to her, yet in his tone was an unmistakable warning for her.

Even so she held his gaze, a Spartan and an Insurrectionist sizing up each other's intent, before at last Sam said, "Noted."

With that the discussion was ended; Sam picked up John's newly cleaned tray and helped herself to breakfast. John followed her movements for a time, acclimating to the unspoken treaty they had brokered in the midst of their argument. Until now John had been an accessory to Sam's team, at times a would-be hostage, otherwise an asset, but in the aftermath of their dispute, something had shifted. Yes, they were irreconcilably at odds when it came to the SPARTAN Program, but they had a common enemy and a joint mission to topple it. They had established themselves as allies, at least for now.

"Go get some rest with the others," Sam dismissed him while taking a seat at the table. "I'll debrief everyone in a few hours."

John lingered a second longer on the brink of pushing for the information he knew was hiding just beyond her surface. But he nodded and left the galley in search of the cargo bay, a walk that gave him plenty of time to review their conversation. He had picked up even more clues about his new ally. She hadn't corrected him when he'd accused her motives as being personal more than an obligation to the Insurrectionists, though she hid behind an argument of ethics rather than divulging her own stake in bringing down the SPARTAN Program. He didn't think it was necessarily a front, the fact that she honed in so passionately on families torn apart. Instead, it made him think that was the truth buried beneath it all: She'd lost someone she loved, maybe a father or mother, and she blamed the UNSC. It was why she found the original classes of the SPARTAN Program, who were either stolen from their families like John or taken as orphaned kids, so objectionable.

John turned a corner and resolved to find more evidence to support this theory, but he also questioned if he had done a decent job of hiding how appealing her offer was to view the Spartan files. Of course he disapproved vehemently of civilians or rebels reading through the Spartans' histories; it was _their_ lives. But he wanted to see them, not to see as Sam had suggested what there was written about him, but rather to find out what became of his friends. They were dispersed throughout the universe so many years ago. Where was Kelly, and was she safe? And what about Fred? That was his family above all. Those Spartans were his best friends, his brothers, and his sisters, and he would never let anything or anyone jeopardize their safety. As soon as he and Sam found the answers they were looking for to clear his name and thereby the reputation of the Program, this alliance would be terminated. Then John would make sure Sam could never release the files.

* * *
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	7. Criminals, Thieves, & Rebels

Chapter 7  
>"Criminals, Thieves, &amp; Rebels"<p>

_"I have a high art, I hurt with cruelty those who would damage me." - Archilocus, 650 B.C._

_**Ran**_**, 1137 hours  
><strong>**Sol System, Three days after 'Augusta ****incident'**

John checked his watch. Inside the cargo bay that was adopted as their makeshift barracks, the team was awake and taking stock of their weapons and rations while waiting for their lieutenant to arrive for the debriefing. Since her last appearance, Sam had generously granted them four hours to sleep, precious time that every member enjoyed—all but John. After his conversation with Sam illuminated her suspicions about the _Ran_'s captain, John thought it best that someone kept watch in case trouble came knocking. He could stave off weariness better than the others, and they couldn't afford any lapses in mental sharpness while aboard a civilian ship in enemy territory. Ironically within a matter of days, what was the Insurrectionists' worst nightmare had evolved into their guardian, not that they bothered to acknowledge this significant shift.

"Take a look, Chief," Noah Boone coaxed from John's left; the officer was perched atop a cargo box and had been furiously tapping away at his data pad from the moment his eyes opened, digging up what information he could about the Ivanoff Research Station in preparation for their arrival. When he offered his data pad to John, however, the Master Chief realized his research had taken a turn toward uncovering what mystery craft awaited them. Boone explained, "I think this might be it…"

John took the thin pad and held it up to his face to inspect the grainy picture.

"Not that exact one obviously," Noah added as though he could read the apprehension in John's silence.

"This isn't a Prowler," John deduced a moment later while handing the pad back to Boone.

Noah glanced up at the Spartan as though to respond, but he paused to tear off the end of his protein bar and chew before answering, "Good eye, Chief. It's a Chiroptera-class."

This far into the mission, Boone was the closest thing John had acquired by way of an ally outside of Sam. Boone was the only one on the team who would speak with John, that was when Noah wasn't engrossed in his data pad, which was the majority of the time. Otherwise the team alternated between keeping their distance or tossing John accusing looks like he could be held accountable for every wayward action of the UNSC; apparently he hadn't won any sympathy in spite of his actions at Augusta. The master chief might be something of a lone wolf, but he saddled up to Boone from time to time for information. Who was better to keep him in the loop than their resident intelligence officer?

"Last I heard those were decommissioned," John said after a second of recollection. "Something about faulty systems."

"They were," Boone answered and bit another chunk off his protein bar. "Turned out the system was too temperamental without a central AI monitoring it, so ONI pulled the plug and turned to the Prowlers."

"We're going to try to outrun them in a defective ship?"

"Well, from what I can gather the thing isn't a Chiroptera ship any longer, not strictly speaking anyway. I don't know how, but it sounds like someone got their hands on the craft before it could be scrapped for parts and modified the system to operate as best it could without an AI."

John frowned sardonically. "You make it sound simple."

"It's not that complicated if you've got the right men for the job," Hiro intervened from the right, and both men turned to acknowledge the ghost who had stepped up unnoticed. He smirked. "But the slipspace drive, that's a bitch to come by."

"I reckon," Noah agreed. "It must've been why it's taken so long to get this thing active."

"And they did a little cosmetic work too in case you didn't read." His smirk slipped into a grin while he rolled his toothpick to the other side of his mouth to explain, "Baby got her wings clipped. We won't be cruising around in the Batmobile."

"How the hell'd you hear that?" Boone questioned.

Hiro arched his brow mischievously, crossed his arms over his chest, and revealed, "I know a guy who knows a guy who helped with the modifications…"

"Yeah fuckin' right," Noah scoffed.

Before Takeda could rebound with a smartass retort, John wondered, "Has it jumped with the new system?"

Hiro's gaze lolled from Noah to John and then dropped to size up the intent behind John's question. "I don't know, Chief," he answered lazily. "You worried?" His telltale grin twisted like the taunting in his eyes, a challenge and a rebuff at once. Another second and Takeda laughed. He didn't bother to explain his amusement because he left them to see what Rodriguez had to say about their potential new ship.

John watched after him, eying the cheeky gait to his steps.

"Forget about him, Chief," Noah advised while returning to his data pad.

John didn't falter. The opinions of Takeda or the rest of the team didn't even register on his radar. There was no time for posturing and bullshitting in his world, but that didn't mean he took disrespect lying down.

His line of thought was interrupted when Anya eased up to fill the void Hiro had left in his wake. Meeting John's cool gaze, she greeted him stiffly, "Chief."

"Petty Officer," he returned out of habit.

She smiled and ducked her head to hide it, evidently amused and maybe flattered to be addressed formally when her team was so uncouth.

"Hey, Red," Boone called to catch her attention.

No sooner did her head bob up than she snatched a flying protein bar out of the air before it could nail her in the eye. She fumbled briefly with it to make out the packaging, but soon she understood. _Peanut butter_… Her favorite. Of course there was one caveat: "How'd you steal it from Rodriguez?" The mechanic had a sweet tooth like a PMSing woman, meaning he had a habit of stashing all the best loot in areas of the ship no one could find.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Boone answered smoothly only to slip her a covert wink.

She smiled and tore open the packaging. Around them the team was in motion half swept up in conversation and half preoccupied sorting through their dwindling supplies. Only she, John, and Noah stood apart from the group and against the far wall, a fact that wasn't missed on her. Within a team, there were always subtle factions; she just never would have guessed her chips would be with an ex-ONI officer and a Spartan. Chewing on a hunk of her protein bar, she decided maybe it wasn't such a bad thing.

At that moment Cassidy emerged from the Pelican with bottled waters in tow. She promptly tossed one to each of her comrades with stern orders to "Hydrate. I don't want anyone bitching to the lieutenant about space sickness."

"Speaking of," Rodriguez began as he caught his bottle over Hiro's shoulder, "where is she? I thought the debriefing was at 11:30."

"I'm here."

On cue Sam strode brusquely into their makeshift camp at 11:39.

"Everything ok, Lieutenant?" Rodriguez asked, perhaps to cushion the fact that he'd been caught talking about her tardiness seconds before.

"Yes—for now." Though her late arrival didn't bode good news, she was pokerfaced when she addressed her team. She surveyed them for a moment like a purveyor gauging the quality of a new investment while they gathered around. Last among them, her gaze loitered on John offering him a dense look.

Immediately the Spartan thought of Karoluk and wondered what had happened since their conversation.

Sam couldn't answer then, not when she had her team waiting to hear if their blind faith in her had paid off and if she had a plan.

"Back on the _Acheron_," she started, "I gave you all an opportunity to stand down and return to base without judgment. You chose to stay, and for that, I'm grateful." Her attention oscillated to take each of them in and let the sincerity of those words marinate in anticipation of where this talk would lead them. She redirected in a sterner tone, "But don't mistake this for a side vacation before we skip off home. If our last run-in with the UNSC at Augusta didn't already show you, things are getting hot. It's no longer a question of _when_ we're going home but _if_."

No one flinched.

"Listen, I'm not saying this to drum up some drama before we hit the research station. You chose to stand by me, so I'm not going to sugarcoat it for you. You all deserve the truth. And the truth is what I pulled from _Infinity_ wasn't your run of the mill intel."

Here Sam paused, less a hesitation than a chance for the team to prepare themselves. Then she said, "We got files on the SPARTAN Program, all of them. We know where they came from, we know how they were trained, we know what body modifications took place, and we know how many of them there are and where to find them."

The team came to life before her with telling expressions and whispers of disbelief under their breaths.

Sam pushed ahead. "We've got enough already to undermine the Program, stir up some controversy, and get the UNSC's attention, but there's not enough there to shut them down. If we want to do that, we have to take it all the way to the end. We've got to follow through. And that's where things get tricky."

The team had settled once more if only to brace themselves for her next revelation now that they knew how serious a mission they'd in fact committed to.

"I don't know where this road will take us. First the Ivanoff Research Station, but then? I don't know. So I can't make you any promises about how long we'll be off the grid, about how hard this mission will get, or about how many of you will step away at the end." Sam looked to each of them in turn again, seeing the same resolution echoed in every face, and for that moment they seemed invincible staggered before her. "What I can promise you," she concluded as firmly as she began, "is that when we get to the end… we're going to burn it down."

There was silence in wake of her announcement as each member reconciled the news in their own way.

After a moment, when it was clear Sam had said her piece, Cassidy dared to speak up and ask, "What about Helling?"

"He's sidelined until we can get back to base and have his leg looked at," Sam answered. "He'll stick with the ship and man the controls while we're on mission. That means Rodriguez," she spun her attention to him, "you're up. You think you can handle it?"

Rodriguez had unconsciously straightened at the mention of his new responsibility and returned, "Aye aye, Lieutenant."

She nodded before addressing her team again, "Captain Karoluk's giving us a lift to make sure we clear the Sol System without any hiccups, so stretch your legs while you can. We'll be living a lot smaller soon enough."

With that, the team was dismissed though that meant little more than abandoning their attentive stances and moving to a more discrete locale where they could discuss this news out of Sam's earshot. Their lieutenant took advantage of the distraction to set her next plan in motion.

"Boone," Sam called out to the intelligence officer. His head bobbed up from the conversation with Anya and Cassidy, and she said, "I've got a job for you."

Without question he promptly followed Sam into the corridor outside where they could speak in private—well, private save for the company of one Spartan—but Sam merely glanced at John before considering Noah.

"I need you to hack into the ship's COM. We need to keep an eye on our new friends, make sure they don't grow a conscious, understood?"

Boone didn't hesitate to consent, "Yes, ma'am."

"Keep it under wraps. I don't want the team worked up."

"Got it, Lieutenant," he confirmed, looking eager to have a task to occupy him. Without one, he tended to hack his way into seedy places; like an errant child he was best kept busy. "I'll set that up and let you know if I hear anything."

"Good man, Boone," she returned and nodded sharply to dismiss him back into the company of their team, leaving the Insurrectionist lieutenant and Spartan master chief alone.

"What's happened?" John asked the second Boone was out of range.

"Nothing yet," she replied, but in spite of her assurance, the lieutenant was clearly agitated, changing her gaze, checking their surroundings, on edge like they might be ambushed at any moment. In another second, her attention steadied on John again signaling her return to the subject at hand. "I don't think the calm's going last long. I need to get back to the bridge and stay close to Karoluk. I don't think he's got balls enough to try anything with me there."

John sized up the situation for a moment, taking into account these implications and how to modify their strategy for a stronger defense, when he stopped.

Sam was fidgeting and shifting her weight uneasily over her feet.

He recognized the signs instantly but was slow to address them as promptly; he wasn't used to working with outsiders. Standing a little straighter, he asked, "What do you need from me?"

Her expression morphed immediately. As per his suspicions, Sam had been grappling with the choice of seeking his help or not. Their unwritten treaty suggested his was ready and willing, but the lieutenant hadn't quite warmed to the idea of turning to her enemy for help. A mixture of pride and distrust tied her tongue, yet his offer cut the ropes. She sustained his gaze, gauging his motivations and intentions as best she could, though she'd only learned to read so much into the subtleties of his poker face. Reluctantly, she caved.

"Stay here with the team," she said. "Don't let anyone wander off alone. Just," she searched momentarily for the words before succinctly saying, "keep them safe—and unaware."

"You sure that's a good idea to keep them in the dark about this?"

"No," she bit back and restlessly adjusted her stance before mediating, "but we're trying to give the UNSC the slip without them noticing. Getting into a gun fight on a commercial freighter in UNSC-swamped space is not going to help." Sam hesitated once more and granted John an indefinite look. "Can you do that, John?"

John returned her look only to cock his head in the direction of the bridge. "Get up there. I'll handle things down here."

Sam paused uncertainly, but it was her last vacillation. Soon she retreated down the corridor near a jog, leaving her team's safety in the hands of a Spartan.

O O O

_**Ran**_**, 1518 hours**

"It came through an hour ago," Karulok said vaguely while waving his hand to dismiss the severity of this new threat.

Sam was near livid. Rather than lashing out at the deceptive captain, every muscle coiled in, primed to attack. "And you waited this long to tell me?"

No matter his jests about her youth or her sex, Karulok couldn't deny she looked positively lethal in that moment, deadpan and calm. "You said you wanted to dock as scheduled," he persisted, now shaking his hands purposefully. "We're docking!"

"Not when you get a fucking command to dock," Sam hissed. A brief flare of her building anger, it did little to disperse the remainder. She gathered herself once more and commanded, "We have to go now."

"No," he disagreed. "We stick to the schedule. We've already made the call to the docks. They're expecting us…"

Sam closed her eyes.

"I thought you didn't want to draw suspicion," he tried.

"They're going to sweep ships for us."

"They can't look everywhere." He shrugged. "You'll hide. Not to worry, eh?"

Against Sam's clear-cut objections, Karoluk remained dismissive and unconcerned; she thought of the old saying about how only the guilty can sleep. Her mind was spinning at a thousand kilometers an hour but heading only one direction. _Did Boone pick up on the alert? Is John aware? What's he doing with my team?_ Immediately she twisted to rush out the door and down to the cargo bay where her team could have been sucker punched by this information, but no sooner had she turned than she stalled. She couldn't leave Karoluk alone. There was no telling what he was planning, though she imagined it had little to do with securing her team's safe arrival to their destination. In that moment she was faced with one of those pivotal decisions laid before commanding officers—one where her team's future hung in the balance. She couldn't hesitate.

Karoluk cried out sharply when Sam spun around, twisted his arm up behind his back, and pinned him face first against the console. He struggled blindly but was paralyzed by Sam's knee wedged into the middle of his back. She reached for a zip tie in her pants, an insurance policy as it was, when Karoluk wrestled his free arm onto the console and hit one of the buttons.

Immediately alarms screamed to life within the ship.

Sam knocked Karoluk out without hesitation, pushing past his unconscious body to disable the alarm, but she knew it wasn't quick enough. Evidently she wasn't the only one with an insurance policy in the face of betrayal. Grabbing the console, she bent forward and growled, "Fuck!"

A level below, Anya and John were seated at one of the metal tables in the mess hall.

John glanced at his watch for the umpteenth time that day, accounting for every minute of their menial doings it seemed. The rest of the team had retreated back to the cargo bay exactly fourteen minutes earlier and planned to leave Flynn alone to finish her meal when John stepped in. He had clear orders from Sam to keep an eye on every member, so there he sat. A 7-foot-tall babysitter impatiently counting off the minutes.

Anya absently pushed her rice around the tray to John's chagrin and sighed. They hadn't spoken a word since the rest of the team's departure, but Anya was ripe with a thousand questions. Glancing at him, she attempted to blithely ask, "Have you looked at the files yet?"

John was considering his watch again. "No."

"Oh," she muttered and continued fussing about her food. It was a poor façade, pretending she cared for the meager meal piled on her tray, yet she felt compelled to draw out the time giving space for her to voice the milieu of thoughts crowding up her tongue. All at once she dropped her fork like she abandoned her façade. "But aren't you curious? Don't you want to see what they wrote about you?"

"It doesn't matter."

She pursed her lips caught between taking the subtle hint in his short answers to drop the subject and following her curiosity. Reluctantly, she pressed, "Doesn't it? It could have your name, where you were born, maybe photos of your parents. You could find out who you really are."

To this, John turned his head to her so that she wouldn't mistake the stern warning in his features. "I know who I am," he replied coolly. "I don't need a file to tell me that."

Suddenly alarms howled through the belly of the ship, and a red light flashed inside the room. Another second, and both stopped as inexplicably as they'd begun.

John and Anya sat straight at attention looking around them for any clue as to what this alarm signaled—the UNSC, pirates, or worse? Cautiously, John stood up to investigate when a crewmember came barreling in through the threshold locked and loaded.

John barely had time to bark, "Gun!" before he started unloading his first clip.

John and Anya dove behind the cover of the metal serving station listening to the erratic hail of bullets as the civilian shooter took aim. John was counting the number of bullets, planning to ambush him when he reloaded, but Anya had a different idea.

Shoving a metal mug in John's face, she said, "I'll draw his fire."

John didn't have time to object because the redhead had jumped out from behind their cover and taken off toward the opposite corner. Immediately John shot up from behind the counter to find the shooter distracted by Anya. He pitched the mug and hit the man squarely in his temple. His weapon unloaded a final time when he collapsed to the ground.

Both John and Anya rushed toward him prepped to disarm him only to see the man crumpled motionless on the floor like a ragdoll.

Anya bent to check for a pulse and muttered, "I think he's in a coma." She glanced up at John, eyes wide in a mixture of awe and alarm.

Unfazed, John policed the man's weapon and spare clip, passing each to Anya in turn. Next he grabbed the man's arm, slung his limp body over his shoulder, and said, "Take point."

Anya checked the magazine briefly to take stock of the remaining ammo before she acquiesced. "Where to, Chief?"

"Cargo bay. We need to check on the others."

Anya kept the gun at ready, clearing the hall for any signs of intruders before motioning for John to follow. Even as she obeyed, she wondered, "What about the lieutenant?"

Here John wavered unexpectedly. He had his orders to keep an eye on the team, but who was looking out for Sam? There was no telling what the alarm signaled, though the intention seemed obvious in the wake of the crewmember's unannounced assault. What this indicated about the lieutenant though, John couldn't be sure. If the crew were turning on them, Sam could have been the first captured… Hell, for all he knew it could have been a sign from Sam, a call for backup.

John stilled in the midst of his debate, watching Anya continue clearing their path ahead, when he called out, "Wait."

The redhead paused and glanced over her shoulder to see what had caught John's attention.

The final pieces fell into place; as soon as the strategy took shape, he decided, "We need to make a detour first."

Anya's eyes lit up, and she nodded her approval before hurrying the opposite direction.

Further ahead of them the Insurrectionist lieutenant was dragging her own cargo across the bridge. One shaking step at a time, her hair strewn in her face, and with the muscles in her forearms protesting, Sam pulled Karoluk's unconscious body into a less obvious position where he couldn't make any more trouble. She paused to curse the deadweight bringing her down, "Fat ass motherfu—"

Suddenly a sharp pain sliced across her shoulder, and she fell into the wall as the attack took her off guard. Karoluk moaned incomprehensibly when his body was dropped, his head bouncing off the metal floor last.

The crewmember responsible for Sam's bleeding shoulder had revealed himself fully by this time, wielding a sharp knife in front of him. Sam crouched opposite him in an evasive stance. He stabbed, and Sam jumped back to evade him. He stabbed again, and she sidestepped the assault, letting the blade thrust clean past her. Her left hand caught his wrist as she twisted backwards along his arm, driving her right elbow up into his cheek. The skin broke drawing fresh blood down his face, and Sam thrust her elbow into his ribs next knocking the air clean out of him. He gasped in pain only to cry out a moment later when Sam twisted his arm, drove her elbow down on his forearm with a snap, and stole his weapon.

Breathless and bleeding after seconds of close combat with this woman, he found himself staring down the edge of his own blade and up into Sam's furious eyes. Whatever he saw there was enough to convince him the fight was through. He spun to tuck tail and run, but as soon as he turned around, he came face to face with the barrel of a rifle level with his nose.

"I don't think so," the gunman warned.

"Flynn," Sam recognized first before noticing John with another crewmember thrown across his shoulder. "Oh good… You brought company. What about the others?" She shared a loaded, angry look with John like her sarcasm wasn't obvious enough. Maybe he wasn't the mindless soldier the UNSC toted him to be; he didn't seem to appreciate orders.

"We were closer to you," Anya lied without realizing the question wasn't addressed to her.

"It was more important to secure the bridge," John said.

_That's not your call!_ Sam shot back even if her lips were sealed. Against her personal judgment, he was right. That was why she had lingered after disabling Karoluk instead of sprinting down to the cargo bay to provide backup. They couldn't leave the bridge unguarded in the midst of seizing the _Ran_.

"Good point, Chief," she agreed despite a certain biting tone to her words. "Flynn, you'll stay here and hold the bridge and keep an eye on our prisoners… John and I will find the others. Boone's hacked into the COM system. See if you can't send him a message that reinforcements are on the way."

"Got it," Anya confirmed, jumping behind the screen of a console without hesitation.

John had meanwhile disposed of his unconscious prisoner beside Karoluk to free his hands for the knife Sam offered him. She opted instead for a pistol she had found hidden among Karoluk's things. John eyed the gun while thumbing the knife, and Sam arched her brows innocently.

"Ladies' choice."

John exhaled before adjusting his grip on his weapon and prompting, "Let's go."

As he expected, Sam took point. He'd come to recognize she liked to take charge, and he was patient or wise enough to let her barrel out of the gates while he sat back on her heels and took the space to keep a weather eye out for trouble. But he could identify with her fighting spirit; he'd dove headfirst into his fair share of battles.

Yet their back up came too late. By the time they reached the cargo bay, the fight had come and gone. The _Ran_'s crew wasn't military-trained, and their brazen tactics were quick to fizzle out when faced with a more competent enemy. The crew, many injured, were then towed into a circle in the center of the space and bound while Sam made plans for their getaway.

Karulok had at last come to his senses in the midst of his transport from the bridge to join his crew, and he didn't spare a venomous spit at Sam when he was maneuvered back toward the circle of crewmen. "Innie scum!"

Sam's brow quirked at this assault, one among a myriad the crew had been slinging her way, but this one in particular caught her attention so much that she squatted in front of the captain to level with his gaze. "That's right," she said calmly. "You just pissed off a bunch of criminals, thieves, and armed rebels… Maybe you should have thought of that before you tried to sell us out."

Karulok began hissing at her in his native tongue, while Sam stood and left the captain to continue her plans. She found her way to the ship's main COM, calling the bridge to ask, "Greene, how're we looking?"

_"Course changed_," she replied._ "En route to the rendezvous point."_

"How long 'til we jump?"

_"I'm setting coordinates and specifications now. Engines should be prepped in 10."_

"Good." Sam smiled and looked back at Karulok and his crew. _Tied up in a pretty bow…_ "We've got time for one last delivery before we leave."

O O O

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, 1720 hours  
><strong>**Augusta Station**

"Port authorities got word of a commercial freighter that never made it in to port even after confirming its course. They alerted one of our search teams," Petty Officer Spartan-IV Sasha briefed concisely. "They found the Pelican drifting not far away. It looks like the freighter's crew was tied and stowed inside. The rebels took the ship."

Ahead of her Fred faced a holographic display housing all the pertinent details of their case from personnel biographies to last-known locations to potential motives… The Spartan lieutenant was perfectly still, muscles taut from toe to nose, icy blue eyes spearing the display. By outside appears he seemed wholly unaffected by this news; in Spartan terms Fred was seething. No matter the painstaking specifics he and his team had gathered, nothing on this screen told him where John was.

"Do you want to interrogate the crew, sir?" Sasha asked.

"No," he answered at last, "they won't know anything." As testament to his lack of faith, Fred abandoned the display and its maze of possibilities. _They're a step ahead_, he mused. _They've got the edge_… _What do you do when your opponent has the advantage? _Fred's attention hooked as he reverted back to his basic fight training. _You reset._ He couldn't keep playing the rebel's game of cat and mouse. Glancing at the display with a fresh perspective, he understood, _We need to step out. Take a new approach._

"Are you sure, sir?" Sasha continued oblivious to her CO's internal debate. "The rebels disabled the ship's tracking device, but the captain mentioned there might be another way to find them."

"Talk to him. Brief me afterward," he commanded dismissively. Like he said, Fred doubted the captain or his crew would have been privy to the rebel's master plan, but if nothing else, it would keep his own team preoccupied while Fred found a new strategy.

"Aye, sir," Sasha said before leaving to execute her orders.

In her stead, Hypatia's ghostly image appeared on the edge of the table near him.

Fred didn't bother to acknowledge her.

"Lieutenant, what would you have me do?" she wondered after a moment.

He lifted a hand to silence her as he stared all the more intently at the screen, gaze darting around while he connected the dots to this web of mysteries. The decision to take a new approach suddenly spring boarded him into noticing seemingly insignificant details. "This all began with _Infinity_," he muttered aloud.

"As far as we know," Hypatia agreed.

"The rebel—Sam Quinn—boards _Infinity_ and helps John escape, but not before stealing information from the ship."

"Yes, from Dr. Ruiz's office."

"The files on the SPARTAN Program," Fred said sharply sensing he was on the edge of a breakthrough.

"Yes."

"But they also accessed Dr. Ruiz's personal computer, hacked into his e-mail accounts, and other research."

Hypatia crossed her robed arms to make her confusion about this line of questioning apparent. Succinctly, she agreed, "Yes."

"Why?" Fred pointed to a folder onscreen. "Why bother with his personal files when they have all the Spartan files?"

"Why do they steal any intel?" Hypatia countered rhetorically. "Information is power."

"But personal e-mails?" Fred challenged and shook his head. "And why Dr. Ruiz of all people? If you're going to hack in and steal someone's mail, wouldn't you set your sights on a bigger fish? What could Dr. Ruiz possibly have in his personal e-mail that would interest the rebels? And they access it a day before John is said to have his mental break onboard."

Hypatia released her arms and paused for a beat to follow his train of thought. "Are you suggesting, Lieutenant, that Dr. Ruiz had prior knowledge of Spartan-117's psychotic break?"

"I don't know."

Fred, however, continued working through the possibilities in his head: Ruiz could have been on to some type of research on the alleged psychological strain burdening active Spartans. In that, maybe he had anticipated John's fall from grace, but even that seemed an odd piece of intel to risk so much to access. Fred dropped his hand from where it had unconsciously curled to his lips in thought and decided, "What I can say is they know something we don't, or at least they think they do. We need to go through Dr. Ruiz's e-mails and personal files with a fine-toothed comb. Find the link. Then we'll know where they're going and maybe even why."

O O O

**Insurrectionist-operated **_**Ran**_**, 1736 hours  
><strong>**Unspecified location**

_We made it_, Sam dared to think as she oriented herself post-jump.

They'd escaped the UNSC-infested Sol System and were on their way to meeting the delivery team, retrieving their stealth vessel, and enacting the next phase of their mission. In that moment, struggling over her shaky knees, the lieutenant saw a faint flicker of hope. _We just might pull this off_.

Greene and Takeda had taken posts at the bridge jointly navigating, scanning the radar, and listening to the channels for any sign of unwanted company. Boone, Flynn, and Rodriguez were scavenging through the _Ran_'s cargo for anything useful. Finally a disgruntled Helling rested his leg which he had inadvertently reinjured during a scuffle with one of the _Ran_'s former crew members. Unfortunately he wasn't the only Insurrectionist to walk away damaged.

Sam grunted her indignation with a locked drawer on Karulok's desk. Inside the captain's squished office, she and John rifled through the mess for anything salient. She huffed one hot gust, strings of her brown hair lifting to life from the breath, only to be prodded out of the way by the Spartan master chief. She gritted her teeth in further annoyance when she reluctantly backed off to let John try his turn only to butt up against the sheer brawn of him squeezing between the desk and the wall it was nestled against. By effect, Sam found herself wedged between John, the desk, and a filing cabinet in the corner. Exhaling hotly through her nose, she stood still and sullen, waiting for John to move.

The Spartan briefly ascertained the type of lock and drawer and therefore the best method to breach it. One option rose above the rest. Wrapping his fingers around the metal handle, John jerked his arm back, heard the sound of metal tearing free, and an all-too-feminine hiss of pain.

Given the cramped quarters, his arm had little room to move but back—roughly sideswiping Sam and sending her careening into the filing cabinet shoulder first.

"You're hurt," John realized, his mind having turned from the disjointed metal handle in his grip to Sam's heavy scowl to her hand cradling her shoulder. He noticed the blood on her sleeve like an afterthought and understood it was fresh.

Her eyes rolled to find his, and her lips nearly curled when she grumbled, "It's nothing."

John set the useless metal handle on the desk freeing his hands to reach for her arm. "Let me see."

"It's nothing," she repeated more forcefully, though she was as successful at dismissing him then as she had been when he saddled up to take over the task of breaking into the drawer.

He carefully peeled away the edges of her sleeve where the shirt had been sliced open and he could better discern the damage done during her run-in with the crewmember hours prior. "Grazed you pretty good," he said. "You should bandage it."

She granted him a petulant look.

Immune, he commanded, "Sit," while he sought out the small medical kit he had run across during his scavenge.

Sam groaned under her breath but collapsed with a loud thud into the captain's chair. Eying the warping metal drawer now ajar thanks to the chief's brawn, she noticed the promising edges of a bottle. Wrenching the drawer open farther, her hopes were confirmed when she retrieved a cheap bottle of whiskey, unscrewed the top, and took a swig. It burned liquid fire down her throat to settle warm and biting in her gut.

"I need to reach the wound," John said now that he had returned to her side.

Sam eased up in the seat and yanked up one half of her shirt, pretending not to notice the sharp flare of pain when she tore her arm out of the sleeve. Settling down with half of her shirt gathered around her neck, she muttered, "Figures I'd find the one son of bitch who had decent aim."

Now free of the material stuck to it, the wound was easier to see, and John could decide it was a knife cut, clean but deep enough it could potentially need stitching. He glanced at the meager offerings in the standard-issued medical kit. He'd treated much more with far less. He gathered up some gauze, splashed it with alcohol, and began to clean the wound.

Sam took another gulp of whiskey. Despite the cheap burn, it did its job; her muscles relaxed and the minute pains riddling her body faded into the background.

John turned the gauze to a clean side, added more alcohol, and washed away the last flecks of dried blood. Then he traded the gauze for a solvent that would disinfect and temporarily bind the cut, pausing to clear the end where the tip had clogged from lack of use. It was a wonder if the damn thing would even work anymore. Rather than acknowledging this, he said, "You did well back there. Talking to the team."

Sam winced subtly at the sting of the solvent applied to her cut, but John worked quickly and smoothly. "What?" she challenged with a lazy glare. "We steal a ship together together, and now you want to braid each other's hair?"

John gave her a worn look from under his eyes that reminded her of an old dog. "Take the compliment, Sam."

She complied sullenly, "Fine…"

When he bent to continue his work, her eyes followed his shaved red head.

"It's not like you've got a lot for me to work with anyway."

John didn't join in her joke, not that he ever did, but kept his attention on the cut where the solvent was spread and beginning to congeal. He carefully nudged the surrounding skin to sure it wouldn't set too loose in places or too tight in others. It was a momentary fix, but it would have to have to do. In the mean time, he found a new subject to occupy the silence. "I heard you talking to your commander when you told her about the files from _Infinity_. She said you were looking for something."

Sam sighed; she understood the underlying question well enough to be annoyed before John even bothered to ask. To her chagrin, he had his own theories, but she was quick to dismiss them with a plain answer, "Proof of the corruption behind the scenes. Now I have that."

John traded the solvent for a bandage while he commented, "It sounded more specific than a fishing trip."

"More specific," she repeated and turned to spear him with a blunt look. "What do you want me to say, John?"

He returned her frank expression with his own. "The truth."

Sam rolled her eyes, and John began winding the bandage around her arm. Maybe it was the cheap whiskey; maybe it was compensation for bandaging her arm; maybe she was tired of lying. As the seconds passed, her guard slipped, and she surrendered settling deeper into the captain's chair. "The truth is we all have skeletons, and that's all you need to know…"

"Keep your skeletons." John tied off the bandage, tossed the supplies back into the med kit, and decided in his gruff way, "You've seen all of mine."

He began to stand, but her hand struck out like a snake to grab his arm and hold him. He could have easily removed himself from her grip, still he waited to hear what she would say.

"John, I haven't," she began clumsily in a tone she didn't often use. She swallowed and peered up at him to be sure he saw her sincerity. "I didn't read your file. It seemed… disrespectful."

He remained whether from her grip on his arm or because he sensed another truth on the horizon.

Sam wet her dry lips, gripped his arm more tightly, and leaned into him as her voice dropped. "Look," she hesitated and searched his face briefly, though for what she couldn't be sure. Against her better intentions, she heard herself saying, "Maybe I was looking for something—"

_"_Lieutenant," Hiro's voice cut through the mounting tension between them, and Sam sprung up in her seat like a guilty child while John snapped to attention. Their resident ghost had managed to even catch the Spartan chief off guard. That seemed more telling than Sam's bare stomach and black sports bra on display—not that Takeda's glossy eyes didn't take her exposed skin, John's proximity, and the general air of secrecy all in one scathing sweep.

"Am I interrupting?" he wondered, voice dripping insinuations.

"No," Sam replied sharply while she hurried to tug her shirt back into place and assume a strong stance atop her feet. "What do you need?"

Takeda didn't spare her his dense, accusing eyes. "We made contact with the delivery team," he answered slowly. "They want to speak to you before giving us specific coordinates for the exchange."

Sam's guard returned with a vengeance, and Hiro wasn't allowed the faintest flicker of what lie beneath. Her own expression hardened as a warning to his prying eyes, though she confirmed, "I'm on my way."

With that, she stepped around John and abandoned the brief flicker of solidarity they had shared, never to be resumed. Next time she wouldn't be so loose-lipped.

Hiro lingered in her wake now mentally throwing stones at John.

"Is there a problem, Petty Officer?" the master chief asked.

"I don't know, Chief," he answered. "Is there?"

The mixture of jealousy, aggression, and protectiveness clouding up Takeda's tongue was more drama than John cared to entertain—especially after this petty officer interrupted John's first chance at gaining a foothold on his captor. He was content to take his leave after Sam and see what news she'd find out in the bridge.

No sooner had he brushed past Takeda in the entryway did the officer warn him, "You shouldn't get too comfortable around here."

A threat however hollow was enough to delay John so that he could glance back at Takeda, offering his own implicit warning with his stature.

"I'm just saying, Spartan, don't forget who your enemies are," Takeda continued in a stony voice. "We don't."

Hiro stepped past John, in a way throwing the gauntlet between them, and headed off down the corridor toward the bridge after his lieutenant.

Call it delusion, masochism, or plain brazen stupidity, Takeda had taken it upon himself to draw a line in the sand against the Spartan master chief. John wasn't one for petty games, but Takeda had overplayed his hand this time. John wouldn't mind relieving the petty officer of his misplaced jealousy and putting him firmly in his place; there were certain unstated rules among men, Spartan or otherwise.

John allowed Takeda a head start before he took off down the corridor.

* * *
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	8. Operation: VIS

Chapter 8  
>"Operation: VIS"<p>

"_Si vis pacem, para bellum"  
><em>Latin adage, meaning,_ "If you want peace, prepare for war"_

**Insurrectionist **_**Otrera**_**, 0636 hours  
><strong>**ONIRF IS-004920/001-54 (Ivanoff Research Station), Installation 03  
><strong>**Six days after 'Augusta incident'**

At 50 meters long, the _Otrera_ was decidedly a downsize from the _Ran_ for Sam and her team, though the Lieutenant heard no objections about the cramped quarters. Somehow that made the _Otrera_ feel familiar, reminiscent of the _Acheron_ they had abandoned what seemed like months prior. Even so, there were some growing pains associated with a manning a brand new ship, specifically one that had been modified from its original class and was used immediately, no training wheels, to outrun the UNSC. Fortunately Sam and her team were quick learners under the circumstances, and they could manage to breathe a little deeper knowing how they slipped the UNSC and stole through deep space. Finally they had the upper hand.

Lyra had delivered on all that she promised; Sam in return had handed over her own gift—a commercial freighter that could easily be flipped into an Insurrectionist vessel. It was a rare donation to their cause, but it still didn't seem payment enough for the _Otrera_. The small, stealth-equipped vessel was a debt that Sam would never be able to repay. Commander Castilla essentially handed Sam's team another day of life, which they didn't waste. In record time the _Otrera_ was put to its first test in a jump to the Khaphrae System and consequently the Ivanoff Research Station. The new operating system was routed to run without a central AI, but that certainly didn't make it convenient. It required constant attention, guidance, and assistance; moreover, the sheer computation of jumping through space had overloaded the system and temporarily knocked down their navigation controls. For a full half-day, they were stranded in the Khaphrae System (_presumably_ since they couldn't orient themselves on their maps), floating aimlessly while Boone and Rodriguez sweated to get all operations up and running again.

Shortly, the _Otrera_ was a miracle wrapped in a nightmare.

Yet here they were weaving through a field of asteroids on approach to the Ivanoff Research Station. Once an efficient, unassuming structure erected in the name of science and attached to the hip of a massive asteroid, the station had been reduced to torn remains. A breach broke through the center, outer compartments were beaten, and the entire structure appeared aged, bruised, and haunted by memories of recent battle.

An eerie silence fell over the _Otrera_ as the team paused amid their work to take stock of the powerful view. John in particular had assumed his stoic, tense stance next to Sam, and the power pulsing from him distracted the Lieutenant. She glanced at him, considering how he too in that moment reflected the strange energy of the research station. Like a haunted house in the daytime. He turned to meet her gaze, and she understood the distance in his eyes.

"Welcome back, John," she said softly. He returned his attention to the station without comment while Sam twisted further to look back into the bridge. "How's it looking, Helling?"

"I haven't picked up any activity since we began our approach," he answered and checked the radars and COM channels once more to be sure. Satisfied, he decided, "We're clear, Lieutenant."

Within the hour, the team was prepped, loaded, and on the station. The hangar had been too damaged in the fight for the _Otrera_ to safely land, so that Helling was left onboard to hide within the asteroid field nearby, awaiting the call to pick them up when they needed him. The distance might have otherwise seemed insignificant, but given the team had no idea what they were walking into, every step away from the ship was a risk. But they had no choice.

Flynn and Takeda took point illuminating the darkness with their lights, Boone navigated from the map downloaded onto his data pad as Green occasionally swept their surroundings with an infrared scanner, and finally Sam, Rodriguez, and John brought up the rear. The main operations of the station were still in effect fortunately which meant the gravity and oxygen were mostly functioning and contained by emergency locks, the majority of which it appeared hadn't been breached since the attack. Though they knew UNSC personnel had wiped the station post-Didact, the station bore no marks of their work. Instead machinery, lab equipment, and personal items were left in plain view as if abandoned moments prior. The abruptness somehow gave the station a presence like the personnel who had deserted it promised to return at any moment—or maybe like they had never truly left.

All at once Flynn and Takeda stopped ahead, and the team came to a standstill.

Wholly engrossed in his data pad, Boone nearly collided with Anya's back but caught himself at the last second, clumsily stumbling back to avoid her. In turn he felt a firm hand in the center of back, and he looked back at John who had caught him before Boone could tumble into him next. Noah shrugged off his momentary lapse in attention and asked, "Why did we stop?"

Both Anya and Hiro shone their lights to reveal the emergency lock impeding their path. Takeda explained, "Dead end."

Boone stared at the lock for a moment, face screwed in a scowl, and then began fussing over his data pad again.

Sam crossed her arms over her chest and glanced behind her into the dark corridor. Ignoring the sensation of eyes on her back, she asked Boone, "There's no way for you to see which emergency locks have been activated?"

"No. The system was damaged in the attack, " he muttered in aggravation. "It's like a labyrinth… I know where we need to end up, but there's no telling what's around the corner."

"So, what?" Hiro wondered. "We have to go blind until we find the right door?"

Noah paused his anxious searching and gave Takeda a loaded look. "Not necessarily… We _could _just open the damn lock, compromise this entire sector, and see what's on the other side."

Hiro shrugged dismissively at Noah's sardonic tone.

"Considering the alternative…" Green mused aloud.

Boone frowned. "I was being sarcastic. We shouldn't breach the lock on a whim."

"What's our other option, Boone?" Rodriguez spoke up. "If you can't lead us to the source of the transmission, maybe our only way is through."

"I can lead us to the source," he countered.

In seconds the team dissolved into a debate over the issue at hand while John turned to look back into the dark corridor, silent with thought. The Insurrectionist Lieutenant at his side was similarly quiet in spite of her team's argument. She had been so since they arrived in the Khaphrae System, uncharacteristically withdrawn. Even now John's attention slid to center on her profile, and he noted her eyes unfocused staring ahead without truly seeing. There was no time to question her change of behavior, but he kept his eye on her all the same, wondering if their last clash with Hiro was to blame.

In her place, John broke up the dispute by saying, "There was a passageway a few meters back that intersected with this one. We should split up and find a way around."

"Agree," Noah said, still annoyed by all appearances.

Flynn too added, "It's the better option."

Cassidy ignored the three of them in lieu of addressing her CO. "Lieutenant?"

Sam looked abruptly to Cassidy, but her face was void and warning she hadn't followed the conversation.

"What do you think we should do?" Green pressed when Sam didn't immediately answer.

Sam briefly considered each of her team in turn like the answer might be written in one of their faces before at last turning to John. "We'll split up like the Chief said," she decided.

John was perhaps the only one with ears sharp enough to catch the sarcastic, "Of course," Hiro grumbled under his breath. He shot Takeda a sharp look while Sam continued,

"Flynn, Green, Rodriguez, Takeda, you'll take the northern sector of the station. Boone and John are with me; we'll head south," Sam ordered steadily. "Green, you have a copy of the map on your data pad?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good. We'll check in every ten minutes. Otherwise, keep your COMs off. We don't know who or what sent that transmission, so let's tread light. Keep your heads down. If you run across trouble, call for back up. Do not engage. Do not give up your position. Understood?"

The team answered with variations of consent, and Sam nodded.

Her eyes met briefly with John's before she ordered, "Let's head out."

The two teams promptly doubled back to the corridor John had named and split off their respective directions. Sam took point, Boone kept to navigating, and John brought up the rear watching their six. The emergency lights were activated in places so that at times they stepped from the darkness into muted light which threw an unnatural yellow-tinged hue across everything. It gave the station a more eerie feel that way as they slipped in and out of shadows, maneuvered around broken glass, and across forgotten documents strewn over the floor. While Sam kept a weather eye on what lay ahead, she felt admittedly guilty about sending Flynn, Rodriguez, Takeda, and Green off on their own, but having seen firsthand the growing friction surrounding the Master Chief's presence among their ranks, she wouldn't leave him alone in the company of her team—least of all Takeda. _First Helling and now Hiro…_ she mused to herself with a short exhale. _Who's going to turn next?_ She purposefully neglected to remember how John had predicted this paramount shift days before when they were in the _Acheron_ in Augusta.

"You're distracted," the same Spartan now said plainly at her side when they were forced to stop at yet another emergency lock. John kept his voice quiet enough for Noah not to catch on, though the intelligence officer was too preoccupied consulting his map and trying to find an alternate route to have likely overheard otherwise.

Sam glanced at John and frowned. "I'm fine."

He offered her a blunt look which she promptly turned away from to consult her watch.

"Time to check in." She switched on her COM and said, "Takeda come in…. Takeda?"

After a brief moment, he answered, "_Takeda here._"

"Update."

"_Not much to update, Lieutenant,_" he admitted, "_we can't find a way across. Looks like the breach must have cut right through the station. But we found a lab where the emergency power's up. Rodriguez's trying power up a computer station, get it up and running. See if we can't get a better map of the station and figure out what the hell's going on."_

"Copy that," Sam said while processing this news. "We're about in the same boat. Keep at it. We'll check back in 10. Good luck."

"_Copy. Takeda out."_

With that, her COM was turned off once more, and both John and Noah turned to hear the latest. "They haven't gotten across," she answered their inquisitive looks. "Rodriguez's trying to get a computer running and get a better look at the station. How are we looking, Boone?"

Noah straightened up from where he had crouched down on his heels to better handle the data pad. "Running out of options," he confessed; rather than letting this admission lie, he added, "but I was thinking…"

Sam cocked her eyebrows. "What, Boone?"

He looked at his data pad again and began quickly tapping and adjusting the screen. "If the breach cut through the middle of the station, the emergency locks are going to automatically activate to contain the damage, right?"

"Obviously," she answered with her arms crossed over her chest.

"Right. But that doesn't necessarily mean the sector on the other side of the lock is compromised. It could be adjoining one that is and is within the radius of damage, so the system automatically responds."

"What are you getting at?" Sam prompted impatiently. "You want to blow through the lock like Green?"

"No!" He almost looked insulted by the insinuation. "I'm just thinking what if we head to the outer perimeter of the station where the chances of the breach having done damage are less… Then, we go around the locks."

"What do you mean 'go around the locks'?" John intercepted.

Here Boone turned his data pad around where both John and Sam could see the map on screen. "When I downloaded a map of the station, I went ahead and got the adjoining maps of ventilation systems, service routes, etc…" He tapped a section of the map and zoomed in on one particular corridor. "This is about 3 meters south of us now and a level up. There's an entrance to a service corridor that follows a good length of station. We head there. We slip around the breach."

Sam stared at the map onscreen for a long time, brow furrowed in a frown, and admitted, "You make it sound easy, Boone. Why didn't you mention this sooner?"

Noah turned the data pad back to himself and shrugged sheepishly. "I-uh-I didn't think we'd have this much trouble. When you mentioned Rodriguez was trying to get a computer up and get a better look at the station, I remembered the alternate maps…"

"Does Green have a copy of those maps?" Sam questioned.

"No."

"Great," she muttered sarcastically and considered her watch. "And 8 minutes 'til we make contact again. Let's get a move on then. Give them some good news when they call."

Though annoyed by Boone's unusual lapse in judgment, Sam said nothing more and merely took up her point at the front of the three-man team. Noah filed in behind her and navigated the group to an elevator shaft where they opted for a direct route rather than weaving their way to one of the few stairwells in the station. Once there they pried open the doors, attached their harnesses to the pulleys, and eased their way up a level to pry open the next set of elevator doors—a task made much easier with a Spartan around to pull his weight and then some.

When they pried open the doors, they found a level much more damaged than the ones below and settled into the midst of what appeared to be a battle scene. Much of the ceiling was broken overhead so that even the emergency lights flickered irregularly, and as they shone their lights across the space to investigate the damage, each halo inevitably traced bloodstains littering the scene. The team remained crouched near the elevator taking stock of the space around them. John was the first to stalk away without comment toward a console where the top half had been obliterated, leaving a clean, large semi-circle in the bottom still attached to the floor. John squatted next to it and ran his fingers across the metal that had been welded into that shape from the sheer heat of the weapon that had blown into it.

When he felt Sam ease her way beside him, he explained, "Hunters." He'd witnessed firsthand the destruction they left in their wake and recalled the two he had faced in another room on the very same station. He squatted back on his heels and glanced around them a final time before deciding, "Keep moving."

"How long 'til our next communication?" Boone wondered as the trio headed back deeper into the sector.

Sam checked her watch and answered, "Less than a minute." She switched on her COM then and waited for the call from Takeda, all the while keeping pace with her team.

"That's it," Noah said when he shone his light on a door discretely tucked into a far corner of the room. What appeared to be half of a massive data tower had been flung across the room and against the door warping the metal and ultimately impeding their way.

Without question, John swung his rifle onto his back, squatted beside the massive piece at an awkward angle, and hooked his hands on either side as best he could. Pushing from his legs, his whole body contracted with the effort of pulling the tower away from the door. He groaned shortly under his breath and straightened to check his progress. Barely a meter from the door, but it was angled better now, allowing John to squeeze into the corner and grab a side.

"Boone," he called roughly, and the intelligence officer dropped his data pad to take the other side.

John wedged his feet into the corners, squatted back on his heels so that his body was bent over almost parallel, and then counted off, "Three, two, one, push!" Both men growled through clenched teeth at the sheer weight of the tower, but soon they moved it far enough John could slip his shoulder down, giving him the leverage to push it that final meter.

With the door cleared, they straightened up, and Boone breathed uneasily and glanced at John impressed. "Shit."

For once the Master Chief wasn't listening; instead he was distracted by Sam pacing nearby and calling out, "Takeda… Takeda come in… Hiro, can you hear me?..." She sighed in exasperation before looking to the two men. "I can't get through to them. There's some kind of interference."

"We could double back to where we last made contact. See if that clears up the signal," Boone suggested.

"No," John and Sam answered in unison, leading the latter to give John a weighted look.

"We're wasting time," the Master Chief explained. "We retrieve the intel. Then we double back and rendezvous with the team."

Progressively John had been making more and more of these calls, encroaching on Sam's responsibility as the CO, but she had to confess he was more often right than wrong. Ego aside, she agreed, "We should keep moving. I'll check back in 10. Maybe the signal will clear up once we move."

"That's my cue," Boone muttered to himself and headed over to the keypad next to the door where he began hooking up his data pad.

"Will this work with the system damaged?" Sam wondered as she watched him.

"There's emergency power here," he answered and typed at his data pad once the cables were secured. "I should be able to override the lockdown."

He fell quiet as he continued his work, leaving Sam nothing better to distract her than the Spartan standing not far off and guarding their six. Though she eased near him, John didn't lose his focus searching the debris in their wake.

"If this doesn't work, you could always break it," she baited sarcastically, a reminder of his crude tactics accessing the drawer in Karoluk's office.

John looked at her and found her gaze, deadpan when he countered, "Don't tempt me."

She smirked.

John looked back behind them and resumed his watch.

Sam too stared into the space, distracted by the wavering shadows thrown by the lighting, and wondered, "You think something's going to jump out after us?"

"I don't know," he answered. "But I'd rather be prepared than surprised."

"Got it!" Boone announced at the moment so that the pair twisted to see the gears on the door release and allow it to slide up—only to stall halfway. Where the tower had dented the metal, the door couldn't retract; instead, it continually released slightly and rose, hitting again and again each time, and left a meager meter of space to climb through.

"That's loud," John commented and glanced over his shoulder like he sensed something in the debris had caught notice.

Sam conversely was eying the misshapen door with a mixture of annoyance and uncertainty.

"It's not a problem," Boone assured them. "I can close it once we get inside."

"Great," Sam grumbled under her breath and approached the door. Crouching down, she eased under the door, then grunted angrily when the door released and hit her shoulder, and ducked even lower to avoid it. On the other side of the door, she shrugged out the pain in her shoulder and pointed her rifle with its light down the corridor. It was narrow, cramped, and seemingly unending. "Great," Sam repeated in the same tone. The idea of breaching one of those emergency locks was sounding better and better by the second.

John slipped in behind her almost doubling over to fit beneath the door, but even once inside the service route, he couldn't straighten fully.

"Watch your head, Chief," she warned, and appropriately John brushed the top of his head against the ceiling, having to angle his body to fit the shape of the corridor.

John stepped forward to make room for Boone to fit in last, his forearm in the center of Sam's back pushing her with him. She took a few steps and shot him a reproachful look over her shoulder, though she couldn't deny the sight of him twisted to fit inside the service corridor seemed appropriate retribution.

Boone tapped into the keypad on this side of the door, and at last the door's clamor was silenced when it released and slid down to the ground. By effect, the corridor was thrown into complete darkness without the emergency lighting outside to illuminate it.

Now would have been a terrible time to admit that she was claustrophobic, not that Sam could have voiced this admission around the tightening in her chest that made it harder to breath. If she weren't already thrown off her game by the intel she'd found earlier that day, she might have been able to better control herself. As it was, she closed her eyes, inhaled steadily through her nose to make room for her voice, and asked, "Boone, you got the map ready?"

"Yes, ma'am. Just keep straight. I'll let you know when to stop," he replied.

She exhaled slowly out of her lips, tucked her rifle into her shoulder, and finally opened her eyes to the cramped, dark corridor. _The sooner you get moving, the sooner you get out of this hell hole_, she reminded herself, but the words did little to ease the pressure in her chest. Gritting her teeth, she ignored the shaking in her legs and began to trek deeper into the station.

It was a short eternity before Boone found the right door, overrode the lock, and released them from the dark confines of the service corridor. Boone was the first out, and Sam shamelessly pushed past John to follow after him, unable to even lift her weapon and clear the area before she planted her hands on her knees and gulped down breath after breath.

"You alright, Lieutenant?" Noah asked ahead of her.

"She's fine," John answered for her. "Which way are we headed next?"

Noah considered his map in turn, distracting his attention enough that he didn't notice John take Sam's shoulder and help her up.

"You're fine," he told her and patted her on the shoulder in what was meant to be a reassuring manner like he knew the second they stepped into that service corridor that it was her worst nightmare.

Sam glared at him from under her sweat-stained brow, huffed breathlessly, and brushed off his hand. "I'm fine," she decided for herself and stepped up to be on par with Boone.

"That way, Lieutenant," he said as he singled out a corridor to their right. "The source should be no more than fifteen meters."

"Good. Let's go." Sam took point without further comment.

In minutes, they reached a research center with numerous computer consoles attached to a long corridor of adjoining rooms.

"I think this is it," Boone observed before stepping into the main room.

John followed after him, but Sam lingered awhile longer in the passageway. "It's been 23 minutes since our last contact with Takeda," she reminded them.

John glanced at her over his shoulder and calmly responded, "You'll try again in 7."

It was her only option, but it didn't mean she could take the pill and swallow it. Sam chewed uneasily on the side of her mouth and watched John and Boone find their way to one of the main consoles where Boone was attaching his data pad to hack into the system. Rather than join them, her attention was drawn over her left shoulder toward the adjoining rooms. Keeping her rifle at the ready, she slowly stalked down the passageway, paused outside the first room on her right, opened the door, and cleared the room. It was deserted along with the rest of the station, and Sam let her rifle fall lax while she stepped inside. No sooner had she taken the first step than the lights flickered to life, causing Sam to resume her fighting stance on edge. A moment later she realized the light was motion activated and carefully eased up again.

Now in plain view, she was able to ascertain the nature of the room—an examination table was centered in front of her, a short desk with cabinets was to her right, and random paraphernalia dotted the walls… Everything was clinical, standardized, and cold. No information.

Stepping back out into the corridor, Sam counted two examination rooms closest to the research center. Beyond those were more telling rooms. In one sat a treadmill, pull-up bar, and other random exercise equipment alongside medical monitoring devices. Her brow pinched in a frown, though she kept her pace and found next two interrogation rooms side-by-side.

"What the hell were they researching?" she wondered under her breath as she stepped into the viewing space of the first interrogation room.

"Sam."

She nearly jumped into her fighting stance with her rifle planted in her shoulder when she spun to face the Spartan Master Chief standing in the threshold behind her.

All at once she relaxed and cursed, "Goddammit, John!"

"We're in," he replied unfazed.

Sam shook her head irritably before heading out of the room back toward the research center, grumbling, "Fucking Spartans…", loud enough for him to hear.

By this time, Boone had made himself at home: data pad hooked up, system unlocked, and a whole database of secrets waiting to be uncovered, Noah was saddled up to the console in a chair and bent over the keyboard furiously typing away. He didn't bother to lift his head from his work when Sam asked, "What have we got, Boone?"

"I don't know yet, Lieutenant."

"Is this where the transmission originated?" she continued while she and John took either side of the intelligence officer.

"Definitely," he replied to the monitor only to scoff in the next second, "but that's only the tip of the iceberg."

Sam eased her rifle onto her back and freed her arms to cross over her chest as she watched Boone work. "I found a couple of examination and interrogation rooms off this passageway," she commented. "I think they were doing some sort of research on human subjects."

Here Noah finally slowed his insurgency long enough to lift a file onscreen. "That probably has something to do with this—Operation: VIS."

"What the hell is that?" the Lieutenant wondered and bent forward unconsciously toward the mystery file.

"Once I figure out the passcode," Boone answered and paused to crack his fingers, "you'll be the first to know."

O O O

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, 0720 hours  
><strong>**Augusta Station**

"Sir, you have a call from Vice Admiral Reeves."

Fred looked up from the files he had been pooling over for the first time in what seemed like hours, but having cracked a lead on the case, the Spartan had thrown himself into examining Ruiz's files with renewed vigor. In turn he had purposefully neglected pursuing the intel from the _Ran_'screw and left that task to his team, while he and Hypatia buried themselves in this new assignment. A call from the Vice Admiral, however, was enough to bring Fred back to dry land.

He cursed mentally at the obligation, already anticipating another lashing via COM from Reeves who had seemingly less patience than even Fred when it came to this mission. These successive, abrasive COM sessions consequently offered little by way of completing his objective but successfully added another scourge to his back.

"Patch it through," he commanded and straightened up in his seat to prepare himself.

Immediately the Vice Admiral's face appeared onscreen in front of him looking sour as ever.

Fred saluted all the same and greeted him, "Vice Admiral."

"Lieutenant," he returned stiffly. "This isn't a social call, so I'll jump right in… We just got an alert that one of our science stations has been infiltrated. We believe it to be the work of Spartan-117 and his Innie accomplices."

Like a dog on the scent, Fred stiffened at once. "Which station, sir?"

"Ivanoff Research Station, one of our classified installations." As he spoke, a file was transferred to Fred with information concerning Ivanoff. "It was damaged during the Didact's invasion. While we had a special team clean the station, some confidential files remained to be disposed of at a later date. Spartan-117 was present at the station when the Didact attacked; he must have become aware of these sensitive files then and returned to collect them."

Fred briefly perused the intel Reeves provided and wondered, "May I ask what they're accessing, sir? More files on the SPARTAN Program?"

"That's not your concern, Lieutenant," Reeves replied severely. "I'd suggest that rather than sitting on your asses in Augusta while your fellow soldier soils the reputation of the program that spawned you and the very confederation that you serve, that you get your team to the station and take him down once and for all!"

With Reeves' expected reproof, Fred abandoned the file at hand and faced the Vice Admiral. Rather than voice the aggravation creeping up his spin, Fred replied calmly, "Aye, sir."

"And, Lieutenant," he continued before their session ended, "Don't come back empty handed. Bring him in—or I'll find someone who will."

With that, the signal went dead.

So quickly was the hunt resumed: Fred leapt from his seat and gathered his helmet and data pad all the while ordering, "Hypatia, alert the flight deck to prep the Prowler for immediate launch; contact the team and tell them to gear up and meet me on deck in 10; and find the most direct route to the research station."

"Aye aye, Lieutenant!" she chirped in response.

Fred charged through the threshold en route to the armory to grab his gear for the mission. His frustration at having sat idle and impotent to capture John swiftly turned to resolve. No matter the time or distance separating them, this was his chance. Fred wasn't missing his shot—not this time.

O O O

**Ivanoff Research Station, 0836 hours**

"Shit…"

"What?" Sam looked up from the data pad where she was monitoring the intel being downloaded onto the device.

"This isn't good, Lieutenant," Boone replied slowly and eased back in his seat; the pause in his work seemed more telling than his response.

John bent over Noah's shoulder to see for himself what had distracted the intelligence officer, leaving Sam to wait with bated breaths.

When neither man spoke up to adequately answer her question, she repeated more forcefully, "What is it?"

"It-uh," Noah hesitated and laughed nervously under his breath.

"It's ONI," John answered for him. "They sent commands to this center."

"Concerning what exactly?"

"Operation: VIS."

Sam lifted her eyebrows, opening her face up in a peculiar expression. "…and have we figured out what the hell Operation: VIS is yet?"

Here Boone deflated in a long exhale and began tapping at the keyboard to sift through the files upon files upon files flagged under that title. "It's big," he deduced plainly. "There's personnel files, medical reports, interrogation transcripts—"

"Stop." At that moment John's hand snapped forward to halt Boone's progress. "Go back." Noah uncertainly obeyed and began retracing his steps only to have John command sharply: "Stop. There. Bring that up."

"I can't," Noah confessed. "They didn't upload the data to the server before the attack. You have to access it locally—"

Without comment, John abandoned the research center at a Spartan pace, and Sam jumped to see what Boone had pulled onscreen. No sooner did she read the name on the file than she rushed out after John into the second interrogation room and found him brusquely hacking into the console there.

"Did you know she was kept here?" he asked without turning to face her.

Sam watched him wide-eyed, almost mesmerized to see the fervor with which he unlocked the files there. A beat later, she replied, "No."

John shook his head with disbelief; every minute move was underlined by his annoyance, and Sam was sure then that he didn't believe her. Still, she couldn't find the words to articulate the thoughts crowding up her mind. Never had she seen anything draw such a response out of John. One of his pressure points was revealed.

"John," she said at last and stepped forward like she could regain his focus. "Stick to the mission."

"This is about the Program. She's a part of this." Too impatient to wait for the files to download onto his drive, John began playing one of the recordings.

The video centered on a woman much withered from the vibrant, brilliant scientist of her youth, yet her grey hair neatly trimmed in a bob, sharp blue eyes, and expressive mouth were all reminiscent of her younger self. She was beautiful still with her eyes glinting astutely under the lights. Even under court marshal, Dr. Halsey was every bit as impressive as her reputation required, but her voice was stony when she said:

_"Children's minds are more easily accepting of indoctrination, their bodies more adaptable to augmentation. The result was the ultimate soldier."_

John paused the video, wholly transfixed by the image onscreen, before he rebounded into action scouring the attached files. "I need to know where they took her. She's in danger."

Again Sam stalled watching the Spartan seemingly abandon all grasp of their current mission, all for this woman. What breached her lips was the question neither expected, "Do you love her?"

It hit the air blunt as a fist into a wall and stopped John in his tracks. Finally, he looked at Sam, taken off guard.

Sam sustained his gaze and explained, "She was the closest thing any of you had to a mother, John… It would make sense if you formed an attachment."

Instantly John turned away from her and continued typing at the board to uncover more intel.

Stranded once more on the exterior of whatever personal crisis he had encountered, Sam struggled to find the words to rein him back to reality. "I know what it's like losing your family," she tried, eased closer to him, and reached out to place her hand on his forearm. "You're always searching for that missing piece—"

He pulled his arm from her reach to take his drive from the console, and spun on his heel to leave. But he hesitated when he stepped up beside her, long enough to counter, "If you want to get in my head, you have my file."

Then John walked away to join Boone and left Sam behind. She opened her mouth to say that's not what she was trying to do, but she had lost John the moment he saw Dr. Halsey's name on a report. Their already rocky alliance took a sure blow; she had stumbled onto something personal in John, and she wasn't entirely sure how they would continue after this. She had never seen such a flash of emotion from him. Like the sizzling tail of an explosive, Sam could only imagine this signaled the worse was yet to come. She put on a brave face as she stepped out of the interrogation room and rejoined both men in the research center.

"Pack it up, Boone," she ordered. "We've lingered too long."

Within five minutes, they were prepped: They had downloaded all the information on Operation: VIS and any intel pertaining to Ruiz, finally made contact with the rest of the team, and begun retracing their steps back to the hangar for pick up. No one had run across any trouble, but even so, Sam ordered they keep their COMs off to be safe; Takeda and his team would call Helling and arrange the RV. All Sam needed to worry about for the time being was getting Boone and John safely to the hangar—and watching John for any signs of a shooting star. She didn't need him exploding and running off on his own mission to save Dr. Halsey single-handedly.

"Lieutenant," Takeda greeted when she, John, and Boone at last arrived at the RV point.

"Where's Helling?" she asked in return, frowning as she gazed at her team settling around the entrance to the hangar and waiting.

"Not a clue," Rodriguez muttered irritably.

"You arranged the pick up?" John clarified.

"Of course," Hiro replied in a scathing tone. "But he's late, and we can't reach him on the ship's channel. We figured the _Otrera_'s giving him some trouble."

"Shit," Sam cursed under her breath. Faulty COM devices seemed a curse of her team. "When was the last time you made contact?"

"0852. Said you needed some time getting to the rendezvous point, so we set the pickup at 0930 hours sharp."

Sam checked her watch. "That was 3 minutes ago."

"It is Helling," Cassidy offered, voice loaded with insinuations. "He's not exactly notorious for his punctuality."

"True," Sam admitted. "Let's try to get him on the COM again. See what's taking him."

"You'd think he'd be more prompt with all of us stuck here waiting on his lazy ass," Flynn grumbled to herself, idly cleaning the scope on her rifle. She caught Sam's gaze and instantly recognizing the reproving glint to her eyes. The same "lazy ass" had saved her not too long ago. Anya bent her head and continued her busy work.

Takeda meanwhile attempted to make contact with Helling only to get empty static in return. He shook his head. "He's not responding."

"What should we do, Lieutenant?" Cassidy asked, and appropriately all heads turned to see the brunette and await instruction.

Unfortunately, she didn't have many answers. She shrugged listlessly, slid her rifle from her shoulder, and decided, "We wait. We'll try to reach him in 5. It's probably just a glitch." She flipped on her COM to be thorough in case Helling tried to contact her.

With that, the team began to settle into position, kick up their heels, and wait for a signal from Helling. When they were most unaware talking amongst themselves and counting off the time, that was when everything went to hell.

It started when Rodriguez made a strange, sharp sound and stumbled off balance; then John yelled, "We're under attack!"

Sam dove beside Anya around the cover of the threshold, glancing behind her where Rodriguez had been pulled with John into the opposite side of the room. Cassidy was holding his shoulder with fresh blood running across her hand. The Lieutenant twisted back to face Flynn who was equally stunned and pale-faced staring back at her. Only the first seconds of the ambush, and Sam was disoriented not even sure where the fire was coming from. All too late did her mind catch up to her senses, and she recognized the figures advancing from the hangar—_Spartans_.

Immediately she grabbed her rifle and began returning fire, but it was too late. They had the advantage of surprise, and that was more than Spartans needed. A small metal canister came bouncing inside the large entryway, right between the team divided on either side, and Sam grabbed Anya's arm to throw them both out of the path but not quickly enough. The canister burst with a blinding light shooting out 360 degrees: Sam kept her grip on Anya's armor, dragging the younger woman with her as she blindly crawled away. They scrambled their way into an adjoining room—the command station—and steadily shucked off the momentary blindness to orient themselves. Yet everything remained too bright. Her eyes couldn't seem to focus properly when she glanced out of the door they crawled through and recognized the Spartans had breached the entryway and were exchanging fire with the rest of her team.

_No! _the Lieutenant cursed instantly. _We need to distract them…_

As she searched around them for some miracle to give them the edge, she caught sight of a fire extinguisher tucked under one of the consoles, shouldered her rifle, and grabbed it. She took Anya's shoulder and motioned to her to set up in the far corner of the room while Sam squeezed into a covered position directly on the inside of the threshold. Nodding to Anya, she banged the end of the extinguisher against the wall, making a noisy ruckus certainly loud enough for Spartan ears before falling silent and stilling herself to where even her breath was held.

Every muscle coiled around her bones like a bow pulled taut, and as soon as Anya fired the first shot, the Spartan's blue armor glowing briefly as he shield absorbed the impact, Sam unloaded the fire extinguisher, returning the blindness his light grenade gave them with her own crude version. Before the air could clear, she attacked and drove the butt of the extinguisher right up into the Spartan's visor with every ounce of strength she had, faintly aware of the bullet that flew past her cheek and hit the Spartan in the helmet. His shield glimmered brighter from the dual impact, and she hit his gut next, gritting her teeth victoriously when his shield burst and retracted. Two rounds landed in his chest plate not a second later, and the Spartan was forced to retreat behind the cover of the doorway while his shield regenerated—precious seconds neither woman could waste.

Sam dropped the extinguisher and ran for the back corner where another door exited into a passageway, and she ordered, "Fall back!"

Flynn kept her sights on the doorway even as her lieutenant ran toward her and didn't take her gaze off the threshold until Sam flew past her and cleared the passageway. She could still hear the echo of bullets trailing down the hall, signaling her team was still engaged in a fight for their lives nearby. Words didn't need to be exchanged because instantly Anya headed in the direction of the firefight.

Before Sam could run after her, she felt the blunt impact of a bullet in her armor like a stab the metal dug into her ribcage, and she barely recognized a second later the new Spartan charging across the command center. She exchanged fire to hold off the Spartan long enough for her to duck behind the wall. Glancing down the passageway, Sam realized Flynn too was engaged in a fight at the corner of the hallway where she was kneeling and providing support to her teammates. She'd be none the wiser if this Spartan came barreling out of the threshold at her six.

Sam quickly retreated farther down the passageway, still holding fire with the Spartan and distracting her long enough for Flynn to slip around the corner and out of sight. Sam likewise fell back even further around an adjoining corner and didn't hesitate then to provide her own cover with a grenade lobbed to bounce off the wall and directly into the passageway she had abandoned moments before. Rather than waiting to see the damage done, Sam took off at a sprint down the hallway, finding herself in unfamiliar territory and scrambling to circle back to her team.

She ran in search of appropriate cover where she might hideout and ascertain her position, but the Spartan was on her heels. She needed to break free; evidently her explosives weren't buying her enough time anymore. Somehow Sam found herself at the elevator shaft she, John, and Boone had scaled to reach the upper levels of the station. A bullet grazed her thigh, and Sam jumped impulsively through the doors, gripped the cables, and slid down two levels to land on the top of the elevator. Her knees absorbed the shock of the fall as she crouched on the elevator's roof and looked up. In seconds, the Spartan's helmet peered through the open doors to catch sight of Sam. The Lieutenant in turn had twisted her arm around one cable, shot it free of the elevator, and went spiraling up, gun blazing. The Spartan was forced to duck back behind the elevator door to avoid Sam's brief, offensive strike.

Shooting full speed for the ceiling of the elevator shaft, Sam jumped at the last second and barely caught onto the edge of a threshold where the elevator doors had been blasted during battle and were warped slightly open. Her fingers dug into the edge to hold her steady, her feet kicked, and at last she found the traction to pull herself up. Next she gripped to the warped elevator door and heaved herself into a position where she could squeeze through the thin opening. One leg slid through, her arm next, but as she pulled her body through, her chest plate caught in between the doors. She groaned and fretted with the tight space, heaving herself impotently like she could break free.

_"Sam_," John's voice came in over her COM. "_We've retreated to the _Otrera_. What's your position?"_

Sam exhaled forcefully at the sound of his voice and the promise that her team was safe. Somehow the combination gave her renewed vigor as she jockeyed her way between the two doors. Grunting, she replied breathlessly, "I'm kind of in a jam, John."

"_We can get to you. What's your position?_"

"No," she quickly rebuffed. One final, firm push, and she managed to free herself from the jaws of the elevator doors. She glanced around to orient herself and headed off in the direction of an adjoining corridor to her right. Checking both ways, she realized the passageway was a straight shot out to the hangar—a few levels up from the ground floor, but that was a minor detail. There was the _Otrera_ and her team. Sam steadied herself as she slung her rifle across her shoulder and took off down the hallway. "Keep your heads down," she instructed. "I'll be there soon."

When she drew closer, she could see the _Otrera_ hovering near the ground, sustaining fire with the Spartans who were pinned not far away. All at once, Sam made an impulsive, split-second decision. Grabbing her pistol, she shot two rounds to break the glass in front of her, picked up her speed, and jumped. For a moment, everything seemed to slow down as she went careening through the open window. The _Otrera _waiting ahead of her almost appeared within her grasp in that brief second, and she reached out, legs kicking, like she could touch it. Then she felt the firm grip of a hand on her arm, gravity took hold, and she went swinging down and back into the side of the building full force. The breath was hammered out of her. Her teeth rattled from the impact. The force knocked the pistol out of her grip.

She only recognized John's voice in her ears seconds after: "_Sam!...Hold your fire! Do not fire!"_

Even later did she realize his commands weren't meant for her. John ordered the team to stand down as their lieutenant literally dangled in the enemy's grip. Swinging listlessly, Sam at last gazed up into the face of her captor—the initial Spartan in his blue armor that she and Flynn had cornered at the start of the fight. He had caught up to her. His grip on her forearm was appropriately unyielding: he wouldn't let her go this time.

"Leave," Sam whispered to her team. Where her voice began shaky and uncertain, it grew louder and more resolved with every word, "That's an order. Helling, do you hear me? Get my team out of here!"

By this time the Spartans were regaining ground and moving on the _Otrera_; the blue Spartan began pulling Sam up. There was no other option, yet Sam closed her eyes when she heard the ship's engines growl to action. The _Otrera_ burst out of the hangar, and the Spartan holding Sam was distracted momentarily, head darting up to watch it retreat. Sam took advantage of his lapse in attention. Her hand snatch the combat knife from her ankle and drove it forward aiming for the vulnerable spot between his helmet and his chest plate only for his hand to release her.

She yelled as she fell unexpectedly, but at the last second the same hand grasped her wrist and held her tight again.

"Don't," the Spartan warning coolly like he could anticipate Sam's next attack.

Her fingers gripped tightly to the handle still, not prepared to surrender, even as she took stock of her position. Glancing down below her, she came to a startling realization: The fall to the ground level was farther than she had estimated. Even if she cut his wrist and forced him to release her, she wouldn't be able to run away from a fall like that. Simultaneously she doubted it was far enough to kill her. He had her trapped right in his clutches, but Sam was the last one to acknowledge it.

Tense seconds passed where neither moved, but finally Sam unwound her grip one finger at a time and allowed the combat knife to fall from her hand to the ground below. Empty-handed, she swung and took hold of his forearm to steady herself while he pulled her up.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note: <strong>Woohoo! Now we're cooking with gas :) As promised, the plot thickens. What is Operation: VIS, what does it have to do with Dr. Halsey, and what the heck is going to happen to Sam now that Fred's got her? Hmmmm... Also, little fun fact from your resident Ancient Greco-Roman nerd: Otrera was a bride of Ares and mother of the Amazon nation. And, a confession: I keep changing Cassidy's last name! What the heck, Nola? I apparently can't remember every chapter if I spell it "Greene" or "Green". It's supposed to be minus the 'e', so I'll try to keep to that in the future. Sorry if that's been irritating anyone haha!

Thanks to Rose Tsukiyomi for the sweet review! Unfortunately life tends to put a damper on my fan girl ways haha I was distracted handling some stuff, but now I've finally found some time to write and am not wasting it! I am really excited to get deeper into this story and begin answering some of the questions that I put forth in the first couple of chapters. Hopefully things will start making more sense soon :) I'm so happy to know you're still reading and enjoying! Please let me know what you think of this chapter :D xx


	9. Icarus

Chapter 9  
>"Icarus"<p>

"_I am sometimes a fox and sometimes a lion. The whole secret of government lies in knowing when to be the one or the other." – Napoleon Bonaparte_

**Insurrectionist **_**Otrera**_**, 1046 hours  
><strong>**Installation 03, Khaphrae System  
><strong>**Six days after 'Augusta incident'**

The bridge overflowed.

Its small space couldn't contain the bodies swarming, the raised voices, or the opposing factions. The linchpin of their team had been ripped away, and the whole delicate structure collapsed.

John unconsciously followed the group's surge into the bridge where Boone confronted Helling near fists. Cassidy's hands were tangled in his armor pulling the intelligence officer off of Zeke who stumbled unbalanced to his feet to face the torrent of outcries against him. Hiro paced irregularly near them carrying on a conversation in his native tongue, though his hand gestures and expressions made the content semi-comprehensible. Lastly Anya stood still outside the entrance to the bridge, watching her team implode before her eyes without seeming to actually recognize what was unfolding.

Then there was the Master Chief; John found himself behind her but tall enough to watch the action over Flynn's copper head. Appropriately both were sidelined from this fight, lost in their own thoughts, but where Anya was acclimating to the reality that their lieutenant had been captured in an ambush, John was weighing his options. The Ivanoff Research Station had been ground zero to their first significant run-in with the UNSC since Augusta; it signaled that they were losing the advantage of surprise but also that they were edging closer to a breakthrough. More than that, John recognized a familiar face—or armor, rather—among their attackers. A distinctive blue plating that John could have identified meters away. He was so shocked by the sight, though, that he almost didn't trust his eyes until he confirmed the ID tag on the Spartan's left shoulder. 104. _Fred_.

Had John not seen Fred, he might have taken the bait, split off from the team, and found his way to Dr. Halsey to free her. In fact, if he were completely honest with himself, the option still weighed heavily on his mind. But seeing Fred among the group of Spartans hunting him changed everything. In one millisecond, the Master Chief's world was turned on its head. He had tolerated Sam's wild, overzealous theories and ridden on the coattails of her mission as a means to finding the truth. In spite of the intel they were gathering or the UNSC's retaliation, John still held some shred of certainty that this was all a grave misunderstanding, a magnificent mistake. He might have turned himself in for the blind trust he had in the system, but he had always been stubborn about taking things all the way to the end himself.

When John saw Fred leading the charge, however, he couldn't ignore the obvious.

_This_ was personal. The UNSC killed his reputation; they imprisoned the mother of the SPARTAN Program; they sent his oldest friend to hunt him down. _This _was war. They wanted to discredit him and back him into corner? They wanted a Spartan out for blood? Well, they just got one.

The Master Chief surfaced from his thoughts when Boone and Helling came barreling into the threshold, knocking Anya over in their commotion and running into John. He unknowingly took a step back to steady himself but pushed the two grappling men off of him. In turn Helling lunged to tackle Boone; Noah thrust his knee up, burrowing it into Zeke's gut and knocking the air clean out of him, but it didn't stall Helling's offensive strike. The pair still tumbled down to the floor of the bridge where the fight continued. Noah's mouth was bleeding, and Zeke had a cut above his right eye. The rest were bruises, nicks, and wounded egos. It wasn't clear how long the two men planned to continue, and frankly, they didn't have time for this petty bullshit.

Noah was still swinging when he was pulled off of Helling and struggling impotently in the air above him. John set the intelligence officer on his feet and planted a hand firmly in the center of his chest to hold Boone in place.

"That's enough," he said.

Noah jockeyed for a way back to the fight, but John was relentless. At last Noah's gaze turned from Helling to the Master Chief, and he rubbed the blood from his mouth like the blood lust clearing from his eyes before pacing away in concession.

With Boone contained, John turned to Zeke and offered a hand to pull the man up. It was the last hand Helling wanted to accept, but even his ego had to acquiesce to his limitations. As it was after John pulled the officer to his feet, Zeke jumped unsteadily on his good leg, finding his balance where as little of his weight was placed on his damaged leg now bleeding through the bandages. Helling's body might have been battered, but his mouth was finely tuned. "Yeah, walk away, Boone. Let a Spartan fight your battles, punk ass—"

No sooner did Zeke's mouth open than Noah dove for him, only to run straight into the Chief's outstretched arm. His feet drove into the ground even so like he could overwhelm that solid mass.

"That's enough!" John barked more sharply and pushed Boone back again.

This time the intelligence officer didn't back away. He reached for Helling, growling, "Son of a bitch, you left her!"

"I followed orders!" Zeke snapped.

"We could have helped her. We should have helped her!"

"We couldn't have done anything to help her," John intervened in a tone that allowed no objections. "She was taken. Our only option was to retreat. Sam knew that."

"What do you know, Spartan?" Hiro cut in abruptly.

John leveled his gaze with Takeda's, seeing the unnamed fight still burning in them, but didn't surrender to his lesser desire to put the officer firmly in his place. Rather, he replied with his tone steady, "I know that Sam wants you to live to fight another day. We have a chance now to get her back."

"_We_?" He snorted at the insinuation and looked grandly around to his peers as if to see who else had caught the joke. When his attention revolved back around to John, he continued, "Lieutenant's gone, and you think you're running things? You think you can command us?"

John just stared him down; he knew this time was coming ever since Hiro started puffing out his chest.

"You brought this shit down on us. I say we offer a trade—the Spartan for Quinn."

The team was quiet around them, all eyes and silent tongues.

"We—Spartans don't make deals with rebels," John countered and audibly defined where he stood at this moment. "They isolate and neutralize them."

"I know what you Spartans do—what you've done to my friends." Hiro almost sneered and reached for his pistol. "I told you not to forget who your enemies are, Spartan. Quinn's not here to save you."

Hiro's threat lingered in the air, but the rest was a blur. Within seconds, John had disarmed, disabled, and overpowered Takeda. Both his arms flailed wildly to remove John's chokehold from his throat, yet John didn't lose hold of the back of Takeda's head wedging it perfectly into the crook of his elbow. At that moment Helling moved in to help pull the Spartan off, but John elbowed him in the chest with such force that the man staggered back breathless into the navigation console, leaving John to growl, "Sit down and shut up." He then tossed Hiro away dismissively, and the officer stumbled forward bent over, held his throat, and gasped for air. His bloodshot eyes looked at John with a mixture of alarm and fury, but he didn't make a move.

"I'm not your enemy," John said gruffly. "If I haven't proven that by now, then take your shot. Go ahead and trade me for Sam. See how far that gets you."

No one breathed, less moved to speak against the Master Chief.

"Or," he offered equally as firm, "you can take your heads out of your asses and figure out how we're going to get the Lieutenant back." His sharp blue eyes oscillated from face to face, dauntless. "What's it going to be?"

O O O

**UNSC **_**Cronus**_**, 1202 hours  
><strong>**Khaphrae System**

From the moment he got his hands on her, Fred knew having the Insurrectionist in custody changed everything.

He could sense it like the way the air charges before a thunderstorm. She was the key to unlocking this web of misleading information, and finally, _finally_ Fred would figure out just who in the hell she was and why she was so inaccessible to him. Where he suspected that physically seeing her would kick start his memory, instead he was gripped by a stronger sensation of remembrance and simultaneous lack of memory. She reflected the same feeling when they boarded the D77H-TCI Pelican to shuttle them up to the _Cronus_.

After securing her on the vessel, Fred had taken the seat opposite her and removed his helmet. No sooner was his face revealed than he saw the recognition sweep across her face.

It wasn't so much that her expression changed in any way—she had been pokerfaced and uncooperative since he caught her—as her whole demeanor shifted. The rebel looked him dead in the eyes, tense from toe to nose, but said nothing.

Soon they were onboard the prowler, and Quinn was escorted to the sole interrogation room on the ship situated conveniently outside the brig where she would be held until Fred decided his next move.

Hypatia greeted their return and eagerly informed Fred, "I've taken the initiative to prepare a report for Vice Admiral Reeves; he'll be pleased to know you captured one of the targets."

"Stand down," Fred countered sharply. "You'll hold the report and refrain from any contact with the Vice Admiral or his men. As far as he is concerned we are still on mission and unavailable."

"Sir?" she wondered, her tone audibly lost at Fred's change of behavior from obedient to near insurgent.

"They kept us out of the loop for long enough," he explained while unloading his weapons in the armory. "My job is to capture John. She's the closest we've gotten since we began this mission. Once I get my answers, ONI can have her, and the Vice Admiral can read your report."

With that, he abandoned the armory in lieu of the interrogation room, which Petty Officer Sasha had prepped for him with Sam handcuffed at one end of the table. A small, discreet monitor allowed them to view a live feed of the interior. As expected, Sam was motionless and unaffected by all outside appearances. Fred knew well enough, however, to understand how flimsy a guise this way. All he needed was to sweat her and see what lay beneath.

Her head turned to watch him step inside the room, stride across the small threshold, and take up the seat opposite her. Immediately he recognized the same palpable, mysterious energy pass between them and was nearly as eager to uncover its source as he had been to go on his first mission years ago, though he allowed none of this to register on his face.

"Sam Quinn, Insurrectionist lieutenant," Fred began while pulling up her file on his data pad. Testing the waters, he asked, "Do you Innies abandon your men in the middle of a fight?"

"Do you Spartans often lose your target?" she replied.

"Spartan-117," he understood her to mean.

"John," Sam corrected pointedly. Her gaze swept across him perhaps to assess the grade of his armor, and she wondered, "Did you know him?"

Turning the tables on the interrogator was a trite tactic and did little to shake him. "Yes," Fred replied unfazed.

"And now you're hunting him." Sam indulged in a wiry, thin smile and drummed her fingers absently on the metal table. "Don't you think this whole thing stinks of bullshit?"

"Why don't you tell me what you think is going on?" Fred offered instead to place her back on track, resolute in his line of questioning where she was evasive. "Why were you at the _Infinity_ or at the Ivanoff Research Station?"

The same smile strained her lips even as she relaxed listlessly back in her seat. "I'm not playing with you. Call in your little ONI buddies. I'm sure they're dying to cart me off to some classified prison."

"I will," he assured her, "later. Right now I want to talk."

To this her brow quirked with vague interest, and she leaned forward once more to whisper conspiratorially, "So you smell it too. Better keep your head down; you don't want anyone to figure out you're catching on, Fred."

Against his better nature, his features hardened tellingly. He wanted to ask all those questions that had plagued him for days: how she knew his name, where they had met, what was going on… But to do so would be to surrender his control. He held his tongue, but she had seen the subtle reaction in his lapse of a response and knew she could get to him.

"Why did you stow away on the _Infinity_?" he asked.

"Get me to my team," she offered, "and I'll tell you everything."

"Tell me now. I can't help you if you don't talk to me."

"And lose my leverage? You said yourself you're going to hand me over to ONI."

Before Fred could counter, Petty Officer Geoff stepped in and was rewarded a stern glare from his superior officer. "Excuse me, sir, but we're prepping to dock."

"On whose authority?" he snapped in return.

"A direct order from Vice Admiral Reeves, Lieutenant."

Instantly his blind anger dissolved as Fred came face to face with a crucial realization: Someone was watching him and his team. His sense of control evaporated in that second, leaving him the feeling of being someone else's puppet. All at once he turned to stand and leave, but Sam grabbed his hand, at least the edge of his fingers that she could reach with her cuffs linked to the table.

His attention snapped back to her in warning until he realized the indifferent façade had cracked. He caught sight of the real Sam Quinn, and as he had expected, there was fresh, cold fear in her eyes. Coupled with her familiarity, the combination hit closer to home than Fred liked to admit.

Her voice was similarly stripped of its power when she whispered, "They're going to lock me in a dark room, torture me, and kill me. And you'll know nothing."

Every cell fired off neurons warning him that something wasn't right—not the way she knew him, not the spy on his team, not any of this. But he stood up, kept his own inscrutable regard, and responded, "You had your chance to talk."

Sasha was waiting helmetless outside the threshold when Fred stepped through. Before he could barrel toward the bridge to deal with ONI, she intervened, "Lieutenant, I can keep an eye on the prisoner. I won't let anyone enter the room without your explicit order."

Fred nodded sharply and clarified, "No one. Not even Vice Admiral Reeves himself."

"Sir."

The Lieutenant then abandoned his sole opportunity at cracking the case in the hands of one his youngest but most trusted officers. He could only hope he would reach the bridge swift enough to iron out this mess and buy himself some more time in the interrogation room. Sam had begun to crack; in a matter of minutes he could convince her to confess what she knew. Then ONI threatened to step on his toes as they always did. This was different. Fred wasn't backing down.

In his wake, however, he had no idea the collision he had unwittingly facilitated.

O O O

_**Otrera**_**, 1243 hours**

They couldn't risk another jump from the Khaphrae System with the _Otrera_, not that they would have considering Sam's predicament_._ A permanent wild card shuffled into their deck, the _Otrera _instead was hidden among the field of asteroids a safe distance from the Ivanoff Research Station. Their sole saving grace was the small Spartan team seemed to be the only UNSC force closing in; the Spartans didn't have the manpower to execute a search to find them. Beyond that, they were likely busy breaking in their new asset. The team tried to avoid talk of the latter, though it hung heavy on each soldier's mind.

John appropriately kept them occupied making plans for Sam's rescue operation. _Keep them focused_, he mused while watching them dissect floor plans of an UNSC prowler and mapping out their route, _and you might get them out alive._

He realized actively encouraging the team back into battle was at odds with his pact with Sam to protect the team so long as he was an attaché. But exceptions must be made in times of crisis. It was better they were united on a common operation than ripping themselves to shreds and awaiting inevitable discovery and capture by the UNSC. Call this op the lesser of two evils. Actually, chalk it up to John's personal mantra: Never leave a man behind.

"How do we know they don't have a squad of Marines onboard?"

When no one else could answer, the question was turned to John as each team member glanced at him for a response. The Master Chief didn't hesitate to explain, "This is special ops—need-to-know. My bet is the UNSC is keeping a tight lid for damage control. It's the Spartans, and that's it."

"How can you be sure?" Anya spoke up.

"Because if not, we'd be wading through UNSC ships all around us. They haven't called for backup for a reason. That tells us they're the only direct threat we need to worry about right now."

"And how do you plan on finding them? They could have jumped systems as soon as they grabbed Quinn."

"They could have," he conceded, "but I don't think Fred would—not with his main target so close by. We draw them out; we set a trap they can't resist."

"Fred," Boone caught. "You know who has Sam?"

John hadn't meant to name his old friend so cavalierly, but he also hadn't thought to conceal Fred's identity. That ship had sailed. "Yes," he replied plainly. "Their commanding officer. He and I trained in the same class."

Immediately, Anya intercepted, "Isn't that conflicting interests or something? Sending him after you?"

"He knows me," John explained, adding to himself, _Like a brother_. "He'll be in the interrogation room with Sam. I'll handle him."

"How can we be sure they'll be there?"

"Sam wouldn't break so quick," Hiro decided and effectively inserted himself into the conversation for the first time since John had silenced him earlier.

Though that brief flare did little to smooth the friction between them, John was man enough or Spartan enough to set aside their personal conflict for the time being. He offered the officer a firm nod of approval before adding, "But Fred's a tough interrogator. She's holding, but let's not make her wait too long."

Hiro agreed facing the rest of the team, "Let's go and get her."

"Run through the plan again."

An hour later the Master Chief sought a piece of solitude—prime real estate on the _Otrera_, though he'd already staked out the perfect place during his first walk of the ship. Away from the heavy gazes. For a man who had led since he was boy, he should have been accustomed to their weight, but today he needed a break apart from the responsibility. He needed to take a breath and hadn't yet decided what that meant. Anyone would have felt claustrophobic with the Spartan team on their backs or nerve-wracked knowing Sam was in their clutches, but John wasn't _anyone_.

While approaching his secret spot, John caught an odd smell that drew him from his thoughts. He paused briefly, listening for any other signs and sniffing the air to better gauge the scent, before he stepped into view and found Cassidy leaning back against the wall with arms crossed over her chest save the hand cradling an electric cigarette to her lips.

Much later did the medic notice John, cough out the last puff, swat at the smoke, and startle to attention. When John didn't say anything, however, the woman sighed heavily. Her whole body heaved with the motion, and she held up her hands still bloodstained from treating Rodriguez. "It's been a long day," she explained wearily.

John's brow furrowed the slightest, and he wondered, "How's Rodriguez?", while stepping up to lean against the wall beside her. He realized there was no shucking his duties this easily, so he assumed his usual stance, grounded even when they were floating through space.

Cassidy tucked away her fake cigarette likewise setting aside her attempt at some personal time as well before giving the Master Chief a run down, "He didn't lose too much blood. I was able to get the biofoam in his wound quickly. Still, he'll probably need to keep Helling company on the ship for a while… Then there were 5." She glanced at him and promptly amended, "6."

"That's enough," John decided.

"You sure about that, Chief?" Cassidy scoffed to herself while adjusting her feet. "I counted 5 Spartans in that hangar. By my calculations, 5 Spartans to 6 of us is not fair odds."

"So long as we don't engage them collectively, the numbers aren't important."

"Yeah…" Here the blonde brought one hand to massage at her forehead maybe trying to appease a migraine or hoping to push away the weariness hanging there. "Tell me that again when we walk away from this suicide mission. We must be fucking crazy to even be here."

John watched her from the corner of his eyes. A young, beleaguered soldier under his command. Sometimes he had to deal with this as well. "You're brave," he offered kind but stern the way a father or older brother might say it.

Cassidy snuffed her amusement at his tone, but it worked: For the moment, that heavy air around her seemed to ease off, enough that she opened up unexpectedly to him. "Hey, I'm sorry about Takeda," she said. "He's held a flame for the Lieutenant for awhile now… He thinks he has to mark his territory. Like a dog or something."

This change in conversation admittedly took John off guard. It showed in the way he eased his arms over his chest, grasping each bicep. Clearing his throat, he responded, "I'm not interested."

"Yeah, I figured. I mean, aren't you Spartans practically asexual?" Cassidy laughed to herself, missing the disapproving frown from John. "Anyway, I think he doesn't like your _special connection_ to her."

In an instant John forgot that he had been irked in exchange for a fat dose of curiosity. Anything that shed light on the Insurrectionist Lieutenant caught his full attention. "What connection?"

"You know..." She locked sights with him and let her response trail off indefinitely to match her loaded lock and mouth hanging ajar. When he didn't appease her, she broke first, mistaking his blank look for secrecy instead of cluelessness. "It's ok. She told us after she brought you onboard. I guess she thought it would help us understand why she saved you."

Immediately John's features hardened. "Why did she save me?" That question had been pathetically, half-assed answered since he parachuted into Innie territory.

Cassidy continued searching his face slowly realizing she had misunderstood. "Oh God. She didn't tell you."

The Master Chief squared off his shoulders toward her as if there were any mistaking what he had caught in his sights.

Cassidy visibly fretted beneath his intense gaze. "Shit…" she cursed under her breath while fidgeting with a bobby pin in her hair. At last, she couldn't stand his silent siege and spit out, "Her sister was in the Program."

Another sucker punch for the Spartan: This one might have neared a TKO. But finally, through the shocked daze, everything made sense.

O O O

_**Cronus**_**, 1301 hours**

Not far away, John's Spartan brother faced a similarly staggering revelation. Vice Admiral Reeve's reprimand packed a punch that Fred hadn't seen coming and hadn't since been able to recover from. As it was, he sat like a statue in the bridge of the _Cronus_ immune to the buzzing of the ship around him as his crew began preparations to dock. In moments the prowler carrying ONI personnel to take Sam into custody would jump to the Khaphrae System; his team would charter their Pelican onto the ship for the trade off; and Fred would lose his first—and very possibly last—chance at figuring out what was going on under all the secrecy.

But first, who had betrayed him?

_Sasha was standing guard outside the interrogation room_, he recalled, but the rest of his team he could not account for during the interrogation. In fact, even Sasha could have abandoned her station briefly to send the transmission. _But they all heard my orders to Hypatia… To keep this under wraps until we knew more._ That meant whoever sent the transmission did so fully aware it was insubordination. That sort of blatant defiance among his Spartan comrades didn't sit well with Fred. In fact, none of this had been settling with the Lieutenant since he was handed this mission, but he had pushed aside his own misgivings for the trust he had in the UNSC—until now.

"Was this his plan?" Fred wondered to himself as he thought of Vice Admiral Reeves. Was Fred nothing more than a hound leading them to John? He'd promised himself that he would bring John back safely to find the truth amid all this speculation. Instead, Fred had led them right to his friend. He gritted his teeth against this realization.

Fortunately, Fred had the foresight enough to clear the bridge before his conversation with the Vice Admiral. Initially he had hoped to hide exactly how unaware he was of the docking command from his team, but another reason presented itself while he was alone.

"Hypatia, have you found who sent the transmission?" he wondered without stirring.

Her holographic avatar flickered to life at the head of the bridge. "Not yet, sir," she replied calmly.

Fred frowned. "They can't have covered their tracks that well. There wasn't enough time, and you'd find it even if they tried. Didn't you recognize the transmission when it was being sent? You should have blocked it per my orders."

"I was preoccupied preparing the reports you requested," she answered.

The lines in his forehead doubled. He had yet to meet someone who could get anything past an AI, especially one hand picked for special ops like Hypatia. Yet again things weren't adding up. If his brief conversations with Vice Admiral Reeves had revealed anything to Fred beyond Reeves' staunch determination, it was that the Vice Admiral was well-informed of their doings. He'd never seemed surprised or taken aback. Many times in fact he rushed Fred through his reports, though the Lieutenant had assumed this was indicative of Reeves' urgency—but now… Now Fred wondered if the Vice Admiral hadn't already known everything. Suppose there had been an informant planted among his team from the beginning. _It would have to be someone with easy access to the communications' systems. Someone who would go unnoticed. Someone who could spy without the team taking notice…_

Fred's arctic eyes rose from his musings to find the AI hovering silently before him. "Hypatia…"

She waited silently for him to finish his train of though like she had anticipated that this moment would come.

"…Why?"

"It's inevitable that you will follow your predecessor into psychosis. It's better you and your kind are weeded out now." The AI folded her robed hands, and for once, Fred saw the crack in her façade: She was just a machine. "I'll give you a head start, Lieutenant."

It took fifteen painfully slow seconds for the shock to work its way through his system. Then, Fred bounded out of his seat and out of the bridge en route to the interrogation room. Keeping his pace steady if slightly agitated, Fred dismissed any team members he met along the way to various tasks. Geoff was sent to the bridge to monitor the pick-up team's arrival. Sasha, who was dutifully standing guard outside the room, was sent to aid him.

"Petty Officer, I need you in the bridge with Geoff," he ordered brusquely. "The team should be arriving any minute; we need to keep an eye out for the Innies while we prep the transfer."

"Aye, sir," she responded before taking off in the direction of the bridge.

The Spartan Lieutenant had effectively cleared his path to the prisoner within a minute. Without hesitation, he opened the door prepared to face one stubborn, rebellious Innie. Instead he found a woman slumped over in her seat like the life had been sucked out of her. Fred froze.

_No, no, no…_ He rushed toward her fearing that something far more insidious than insubordination had occurred under his nose. When Sam lethargically rolled her head over one shoulder to see him, the panic building in his chest stopped all at once. He exhaled a dense sigh of relief before recalling his purpose.

"Who are you?" he asked while moving closer.

Sam stared at him without seeming to really see him.

"What does ONI want with you? What do you know?" he pressed more sharply.

Still the woman didn't respond.

Even when Fred slammed his palms on the table, hearing the ricochet echo through the small room, Sam didn't even flinch. "Who are you?!"

Her eyes slowly shifted to focus on him though nothing registered on her face.

At that moment the door opened again before Fred could continue, and Geoff rushed in with his Magnum drawn and pointed at Fred. "Lieutenant, what are you doing?"

Hypatia must have sent him. As promised, she had given him a head start, a chance to try and flee with Sam to prove his disloyalty or so-called psychosis, but Fred hadn't taken the bait. Straightening, he kept his gaze locked with Sam's even as he answered his subordinate, "Trying to locate Spartan-117." Lastly, he glanced over his shoulder to level his stern look with Geoff. "We still have a mission to complete, Petty Officer. Lower your weapon."

Immediately Geoff obeyed and stood to attention. "The team's arrived. They want to discuss specifics with you before we move the prisoner."

"Shouldn't keep them waiting," Fred muttered as he made for the door. Exiting the interrogation room with Geoff in tow, he kept his shoulders back, head level to the floor, and features neutral. Trying to rescue a prisoner from a Spartan special ops ship was suicide. He'd have to play ball until a better opportunity presented itself. For now, Fred wore his poker face and bid his time.

* * *
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	10. The One That Got Away

Chapter 10  
>"The One That Got Away"<p>

"_Awake, arise, or be forever fall'n." – John Milton, __Paradise Lost_

Sam's head hung heavy between her shoulders as soon as Fred left the room. As far as she was concerned, he was one of the few honorable soldiers left in the UNSC and certainly the only one she trusted to take her in. Although she had forgotten his armor, she instantly recognized his features when he removed his helmet. Older and weathered from many battles, but Sam wouldn't have forgotten that face in a million years. It was one of the few salient memories she had retained from the darker years of her childhood. Seeing him, Sam almost dared to feel optimistic in captivity. She was certain with time she could sway him to see the truth, but they weren't afforded the opportunity. ONI was hot on her team's trail, and rather than finding redemption in unleashing the truth, it seemed Sam's past had finally caught up with her.

Her head lifted as she heard the gears on the door retract, and she watched the Spartan step inside. Sam was mesmerized staring at the profile of her face where a pink, shiny scar tangled across her jaw and cheekbone and up into her hairline. Her brown hair was shorn neatly in a masculine cut, but her features even marred were irrevocably feminine. She paused and turned to face Sam at the opposite end of the table, and when their eyes met, Sam had the disorienting sensation of staring into a trick mirror. All the air was sucked out of the room.

"Samaire."

"Sasha?" Her name was a painful exhale of pent up breath, but now that the gates had been breached, Sam couldn't hold her tongue. "What have they done to you?"

Immediately her attention was drawn to the scar molded to half of her face, and for the first time since she received the mark, Sasha felt uncomfortable with her battle scars, her height, her short hair… She felt inexplicably alien when faced with her unmodified, pretty counterpart.

Sam meanwhile was scouring her appearance for every shred of information she could ascertain. She didn't anticipate what Sasha's armor would tell her. "You were the one chasing me," Sam realized numbly. "You shot at me!"

"You threw a grenade at me," Sasha leveled.

"I didn't know who you were."

"Would it have mattered?"

"Of course…" Sam's face opened in a dense expression, dumbfounded that Sasha would dare to ask such a thing. "Of course it would have mattered. I've been looking for you for fourteen years."

"Why, Sam?" Sasha challenged without the slightest inflection to signal her opinion had changed. "Did you think we'd have a happy reunion?"

"I know you're angry," Sam muttered and bent her head to consider her cuffed hands rather than the Spartan. "But I never forgot you. The first intel I ever got told me you were MIA…" Her hazel eyes darted up nervously, and she pursed her lips to calm herself from revealing how deep a nerve it struck. "We both know what that means for Spartans." _Dead_. "I thought you had fallen with Reach. My whole world collapsed."

"It seems to me you've done pretty well for yourself." Sasha tilted her head, looking down her nose at Sam and seeming wholly unaffected by the woman's admission. "An Insurrectionist lieutenant under the infamous Lyra Castilla and now Enemy Number One of the UNSC—excuse me—Number Two. Even when you're rebelling, you're still second best."

The closing stab wasn't missed on Sam who winced at the insinuation. As swiftly as she could shake it off, she rebounded, "I don't know what they told you, Sasha, but you need to listen to me. It's all a lie. You're in danger. I can help you—"

"No, you can't. I'm handing you over to ONI to face charges, but I thought seeing me first might finally end this charade." Sasha paused indefinitely as she sized up the woman opposite her and was sure her words met their mark. "I'm where I belong. You shouldn't have looked back."

Sam's eyes darted across the Spartan's face unable to accept the finality in her tone when her life had been dedicated to finding Sasha and bringing her safely home. Her mouth opened though the words evaded her.

In that moment Sasha thought Sam looked a bit like the child she had once known her to be so very long ago. Facing each other now, it was clear that they were far away from those girls of their youth. She moved for the door but hesitated in the threshold to say, "Goodbye, Sam."

"Sasha…!" she called out to her back, but the door closed and ended their reunion. Her hands flexed impotently in their shackles. She wrestled with her powerlessness. She had lost something in that brief collision, and there she was left empty-handed.

O O O

**UNSC **_**Leto**_**, 2107 hours  
><strong>**Installation 03, Khaphrae System  
><strong>**Six days after 'Augusta incident'**

"I passed your test."

Various tiny lights pulsed around him but couldn't distract him from the security camera Fred was addressing. The ship's small system operations room was one of the few spaces where the Lieutenant and AI could speak inconspicuously.

"There's no reason to inform Vice Admiral Reeves about a bullet dodged," he continued.

"You're on a destructive path, Lieutenant," Hypatia's disembodied voice responded.

Fred maintained his strong stance, hiding the piece of him that held a very real concern about what this AI would do. Calmly he countered, "I've never acted outside the parameters of my mission or my rank."

"You purposefully sought to withhold information—"

"Not indefinitely," he cut in. "I wanted an opportunity to speak to the prisoner before ONI took her out from underneath us. I was chosen for this mission for a specific reason: I can get the job done. And I will do so while following UNSC orders."

An uncertain silence buzzed in his ears. Fred held his breath. Finally after tense seconds that seemed like hours, Hypatia agreed, "I hope so, Lieutenant. Your descent into psychosis would unnecessarily slow this mission."

"I'm not that weak." Inside he cringed at the insult hurled John's direction, but Fred had to convince the AI of his loyalty if he wanted to act as a buffer between the UNSC and John.

"Then let's continue to work together until the mission is completed."

"Understood."

With that, the small light inside the camera disappeared signaling Hypatia had left to attend other matters. Fred turned to leave as well, discretely brushing his hand along one of the computer towers on his way out. Once in the main corridor running through the length of the prowler, Fred checked his watch. _21:09_. Sam had been in ONI's custody for nearly 12 hours. Before Hypatia could undermine him, Fred had contacted Vice Admiral Reeves to brief him on the successful transfer of the prisoner as well as to ask for permission to remain on ship and observe the interrogation. His request was denied, but in exchange—or perhaps in an attempt to throw him off the scent—Reeves agreed that Fred should be briefed immediately on any relevant information as it became available. Fred understood ONI couldn't risk a live feed of the interrogation, not knowing what sensitive information Sam would confirm; instead they wanted to siphon off the most interesting details and water down the rest to present to Fred's team.

Over the course of Sam's interrogation, Fred's trust had enough time to make a startling 180. Fred had conducted his own review while awaiting updates and had mentally weeded through all the information he had garnered thus far. Some significant facts stood out to him: 1) The missing footage from John's initial attack in the medical division of the _Infinity_. 2) Dr. Eduardo Ruiz's interview. When he showed the doctor a picture of Sam, Ruiz claimed to not recognize her. At that moment, Fred highlighted his response and noted that the doctor was lying. Fred, however, didn't understand how or why at the time. 3) Hypatia's duplicity and threat about a psychological break.

The Lieutenant understood special ops well enough to know that there was an order to things: top-secret information had to be handled delicately. It was another thing though to mislead him or remove pieces of the puzzle. Fred not only had the sense that he was being strung along but also more alarming that he was being set up.

And so, as he calmly strode down the corridor, he twisted the face of his watch where the hour was exchanged for a timer. Hypatia's threat had startled Fred out of his blind trust and also given him a head's up. Prior to the transfer and in the 12 hours that followed, Fred had time to plan his counterattack. He'd placed 7 discreet charges throughout the ship, the last of which had been saved for Hypatia. In less than a minute, they would blow. He estimated it would then take 10 to 15 minutes for the ship's systems to reboot, for Hypatia and the ship's AI to minimize the damage, and for either to do anything in the interim. _Maybe I am crazy_, Fred decided while slipping on his helmet.

At that moment, the _Leto_'s main intercom crackled to life, "_Enemy ship spotted. All men to battle stations!"_

Checking his watch, Fred noted only three seconds remained, and he promptly delayed the detonation time. He heard footfalls echoing down the passageway as soldiers rushed to their positions ready to defend or to attack. _If an enemy ship was seen, that means… _The Spartan realized aloud,"John." All at once, Fred twisted his watch face again.

"_Repeat enemy ship spot—"_

The announcement was cut short when all the power died, and Fred's night vision automatically switched on. For the next 15 minutes, the _Leto_ would be paralyzed. _You're on, John_, Fred thought while proceeding to stage two of his plan: After neutralizing the AIs came the ship's personnel, including several of his team. This was where his strategy played on a wolf in sheep's clothing. When Fred turned the next corner, he winced at the glare of a Marine's scope light turned his direction.

"Lieutenant, I think we're under attack," the Marine alerted him as he lowered his rifle. "I need you to move to—"

Before he could finish, Fred had disarmed him, thrust the butt of his rifle into the back of the Marine's head, and knocked him unconscious. His body crumpled limp to the ground; the commands came pouring through Fred's COM.

"_Ship's systems are down. I repeat: _Leto_ systems are down!"_

"_All functions have been disabled."_

"_Calling for a full system reboot."_

"_All personnel be advised: Source of outage is unknown. Follow emergency protocol…"_

Fred meanwhile turned off the scope light, tucked the rifle against his shoulder, and headed off down the corridor in the direction of the interrogation room. In 15 minutes, he would safely recover the Insurrectionist lieutenant and somehow remove them both from the _Leto_ without any casualties. So long as they kept chatting in his ear and followed emergency protocol, he would know where to avoid trouble—except the _Leto_'s crew weren't the only ones he needed to look out for.

At that moment, two unknown assailants materialized in his path. Fred hesitated for a split second to size up their intents like they might somehow be soldiers out of uniform. With their weapons facing the Spartan, however, he soon understood they weren't fighting for the same side. The silencers on their pistols muffled the shots fired at him. Fred felt the impacts buffered by his shield where the bullets collided and fell to the floor without truly meeting their marks. The passageway glimmered from the flare of his shield, but soon the bullets pinged off the corridor instead of the Spartan. Fred had one pistol in his hand thrusting it out of his line of fire while he grabbed the assailant and used him as a human shield.

"Hold your fire!"

The hairs on the back of Fred's neck rose to life at the sound of that voice; he caught movement from the corner of his eyes and spun with his captive to confront the next mystery attacker. Face-to-face, each man mirrored the other exactly in stance and stature. Despite the helmet, Fred recognized instantly the weight and size of the Spartan before him.

Tense seconds passed where neither moved to retreat less to breathe. For Fred it was shock mixed with concern that nailed his feet in place: How long had it been since he last saw his John? Suppose he truly was insane? Would they fight?

"_Mechanics have accessed the damage. Emergency protocol remains in effect."_

Fred had come too far to back down. He greeted, "John."

"Fred," the Spartan answered. At that moment another Innie stepped out from behind John with his weapon trained on Fred.

The Lieutenant remained unfazed. He nodded to his captive and wondered coolly, "Friends of yours?"

"Where is she?"

The Innie team must have snuck onto the ship right before Fred cut the power. _Lucky_. The man in his grip struggled, but Fred held him steady as he continued his conversation, "You're rescuing her too?"

"Too?" John repeated in question.

"Who do you think killed the power?" All at once Fred released his captive despite the guns facing him. "They've begun repairs," he reported. "We need to move."

"Is she still in interrogation?" John returned while lowering his weapon as well and motioned for the rebels around them to do the same.

"Up ahead. On your right, Chief."

With that, John took point, but his comrades didn't seem content with this plan.

"He was the one who took Sam!" one of them countered angrily.

"And I'm the one keeping her alive," Fred replied all too aware of their combative stances waiting for a chance to attack. "But we need to get her off this ship."

"He cut the power?" someone else whispered to her comrades.

"There's no time," John pressed as he stepped past his teammates. "He's with us."

Fred followed suit, body tense for action when he stepped through enemy lines, but surprisingly the rebels obeyed John; no one moved to shoot him down.

Next they made quick work of the guard standing watch outside the interrogation room without firing a bullet or allowing a distress call to slip over the COM. For the moment they were ghosts haunting a dead ship. Fred grasped the emergency hatch, unlocked the door, and began manually raising it. As soon as there was space, John ducked into the room.

A flashlight illuminated the room in an eerie yellow glow, but John immediately recognized what was taking place. Sam sat motionless restrained in a chair while an officer bent over her frantically sticking a needle in her forearm and pressing the plunger: Their exigency plan—silence her. In one move, John grasped the man's wrist, withdrew the needle, bent his arm, and turned the syringe to the officer's neck where John applied the rest of the drug. Within seconds, the officer went limp, and John pushed his body aside to lay across the table before it slid to the floor.

Sam who had only been given a portion of the dosage was visibly fighting off the effects. Her head bobbed forward, fell, and lifted to an irregular beat. Her eyes spun in their sockets straining to focus on her rescuer through the dim lighting but losing track of John as he squatted neck to her chair, retrieved his pistol, and with three seamless shots plied open her wrist and ankle restraints. Even freed Sam couldn't move, less stand.

"John?" she wondered in a drowsy tone, her gaze still struggling to concentrate on him.

"It's me," he confirmed. He realized this was all too familiar, a repeat of their first meeting on the _Infinity_. Only this time John was the rescuer, and he intended to get her off the ship just as she had done for him. "We're getting you out of here. Can you stand?"

"Run… Run, John… " she muttered in response with her eyes closing, and her head fell forward again. This time she didn't lift it though John could see her chest heaving with frantic breaths to signal she was still conscious.

"I'll run," he said and eased her forward in the seat to lay over his shoulder, "but I'm taking you with me." He bent down, carefully adjusting his shoulder into her waist, before he hoisted her up. She emitted sharp groans of protest from her injuries but even so hung like a rag doll across his shoulder. The injuries would be assessed later once they were off the ship; for the time, John did his best to keep an even gait and cause as little damage as he could manage while escaping.

When the pair emerged from the interrogation room, the Insurrectionist team shared a collective but short-lived sense of relief. With Sam in their hands they were more vulnerable than ever.

"What's your exit strategy?" Fred wondered from John's left.

"We were going to take whatever aircraft they had—then you cut the power," he responded.

"We had a pelican prepped to shuttle us back to the _Cronus_," the Lieutenant offered.

"How long until the systems are up?"

Fred checked his watch. "5. 7 minutes tops."

It only took the Master Chief a few seconds to iron out his strategy. "Stick to the plan," he decided. "We'll head for the launch deck and try to make an exit once the power is restored."

Fred nodded his consent when his COM crackled to life in his ears, "_All personnel be advised prisoner escaped. Search party commencing full sweep now."_

"They're on to us," he relayed to the team, assuming the _Leto_ had realized what was going on when they lost contact with their guard. "We've got to move. Now."

The Insurrectionists immediately took up their positions surrounding John and by effect Sam. Fred assumed the tail end to guard their six while the team navigated through the _Leto_'s belly. Acting as ghosts in a prowler crawling with Spartans and Marines was easier planned than executed. They took five steps forward, waited out guards on patrol, retreated to hide, then continued forward again. At this rate it would take them too long to reach the launch deck, and Fred knew it.

"I'll clear the way," the Spartan Lieutenant decided after two painfully long minutes had passed. "They don't know I'm helping you." Once the AIs were in control, their rescue operation would be finished. They had to hustle.

"Keep your head down, Fred," John said to which Fred nodded.

"Give me a minute then make a run for the launch deck. I'll meet you there."

"Copy."

With that Fred took off down the main passageway not quite sure how he was going to draw attention without being labeled an accomplice, but he would need to think of something and quick. His mind raced with plans of the prowler, mapping out weak points in the system where he could attack. He headed up the sloped incline to the next level, the same level as the launch pad. At that moment two Marines headed his direction and startled at the sight of him. They shone their lights to identify him as a friendly, but before they could ask him what he was doing wandering around while emergency protocol was in effect, the ship shuddered. Fred instantly bent his knees to absorb the shock and hold his balance while the Marines in front of him grabbed onto the walls for support.

"What was that?" one of them spoke up. The other was already on his COM reporting the incident.

That kind of hit had to signal a fight outside or even that they had drifted into the nearby asteroid field. Neither was good news.

Fred's COM lit up. "_All personnel be advised we've hit an asteroid. Emergency thrusters unresponsive. Brace for impact." _The Spartan might be crazy, but it seemed luck was on his side.

The two Marines were so distracted and preoccupied receiving their orders that they didn't pay attention to the Spartan nearing them. Then again they had no reason to suspect an officer. Unfortunate for them since Fred disarmed one in a blink, thrust the other back into the wall, knocked out the first with his own weapon, evaded the second's counter attack, and finally incapacitated him. Both ended slumped on the floor before Fred took off faster down the passageway with his eyes and ears peeled.

Another ominous rumble trembled beneath his feet. If this continued, they may not need the power to launch the pelican. Half the prowler might get torn open. At last Fred caught sight of the launch deck up ahead and breathed a shallow sigh of relief. He'd seen no other soldiers and heard no more warnings through his COM. Maybe the unexpected turn into the asteroid field had distracted them. He promptly opened the emergency hatch to manually haul open the door. Soon John and the Innies would be rushing in for cover.

"Stand back."

Fred froze.

A Spartan-IV stood in the threshold of the launch deck with his pistol trained on the Lieutenant. "What are you doing?" he pressed without lowering his weapon.

One hand at a time, Fred released the door and lied, "Checking the launch status. If we're under attack, I need to get back to my ship and my crew ASAP."

The Spartan didn't budge. "Emergency protocol is in effect, and a prisoner has escaped. All soldiers must be at their stations and accounted for."

"I need to capture my target," Fred continued, answering the Spartan's resolve with his own. "My mission takes precedent over protocol."

"I can't let you in here," the Spartan returned. "And I can't let you leave until you've been cleared."

Fred exhaled slowly, letting his shoulders sink toward the ground and level off. _Always the hard way_… To the Spartan, he said, "That's too bad."

In a flash, Fred grabbed the barrel of the pistol and jerked it to the side; bullets pinged off walls erratically as the Spartan's finger caught the trigger in the midst of their fight. Holding onto the pistol, Fred's other arm shot up between them, and he forced the Spartan's elbow to bend. The Spartan hit Fred with a powerful series of blows to his ribs making his shield flare in protest, but the Lieutenant wasn't deterred. His shield died, and the next hook to his ribs ricocheted up his side. Fred grunted with gritted teeth, but one more firm jerk twisted the Spartan's arm around his. He heard that familiar snap of broken bones. The pistol dropped out of the Spartan's limp hand. What felt like an eternity all happened in a matter of seconds.

Then the ship rumbled violently. Fred let go of the Spartan to steady himself while the other soldier stumbled back a few paces before finding his footing. The pistol slid across the floor away from both their reaches. In its place the Spartan drew the knife from his thigh, and Fred immediately assumed his fighting stance as he eyed the blade. Footfalls came heaving down the hallway behind him; the cavalry had arrived.

"Drop your weapon!" one Innie ordered with her rifle aimed at the Spartan.

He hesitated while sizing up the opposing force that just arrived, and Fred dared to check his watch. _Less than a minute, and the ship's power should be restored._ They were out of the time.

Suddenly the ship took another hit rougher than before, and the Spartan took advantage of the turbulence to lunge at Fred. The knife sliced across his chest plate where his shield had yet to regenerate, but Fred thrust up his forearm to catch the new sweep aimed at his throat. With the pair grappling in hand-to-hand combat, there was no space for even a sharp shooter to help.

"Go!" Fred barked to the team as he dodged another swipe. "There's no time!"

Without hesitation, the Innies began boarding the pelican that had already been prepped for launch. In seconds the engines began warming, and then the emergency power flickered to life inside the ship. One of the Innies was already working to override the codes before the AIs could stop them; in the next minute they had to get the hell off the _Leto_.

"Let's go, Fred!" John yelled at him.

Fred caught another strike ready to disarm the Spartan this time when the ship jerked violently again. One bad jolt sent both Spartans off balance. Fred felt the blade plunge into his shoulder. He growled and used the momentum of the next jolt to kick the Spartan in the chest with such force it dented the wall he fell into. His hand shot up to defend himself, but Fred pulled the knife from his shoulder and thrust it through the Spartan's forearm and into the wall where he was pinned.

"We've go to go now!" John ordered.

The Spartan's other, broken arm reached for Fred, and the Lieutenant directed it toward a handhold in the wall. "Hold on," Fred warned before retreating back to the pelican.

The pinned Spartan behind him turned his attention from his adversary to the knife pinning him. He struggled to dig the knife out of the wall and free himself before the launch deck opened and he would be sucked out into space. Fred jumped in the pelican without looking back, and the door shut behind him.

The launch decked opened in the next second, and the pelican shuddered to life, bursting out of the _Leto_ like a bat out of hell. Immediately they found themselves between a rock and a hard place—literally. Hiro scrambled to dodge an asteroid right off the _Leto _and ended up scraping the pelican's belly along the top of the rock. From there they would see the _Cronus _and _Otrera _were in the midst of a firefight.

"Hold her steady!" Anya barked at Hiro from her position manning the guns.

"The fuck you think I'm doing?!" he growled back as he simultaneously evaded another asteroid and the line of fire from the _Cronus_. Soon the _Leto_ would be joining in, and then they could all expect an express trip to the afterlife.

"Get us onto the ship, Takeda!"

"Oh, is that the objective?"

"Hell's moving to cover us," Noah reported as he handled communications with the team back on ship. "Rodriguez is opening the deck. Cass, how's the Lieutenant?"

"Still breathing. I've got to get her back to the ship before I know more," Cassidy answered once she finished checking Sam's vitals to determine any immediate threats. There didn't appear to be anything life threatening, but she had no way to tell what they had injected into Sam's system.

Next the medic turned to the pair of Spartans who had mostly kept out of the way and addressed Fred, "You were hit. How bad?"

As she tended to his comrade, John's kept a hawkish eye on the team. From Hiro's turbulent piloting to Anya's sharp shooting to Noah directing both the pelican and the _Cronus_ and lastly to Sam. Huddled against one wall inside the pelican, her arms curled around her knees, her head was bent forward where her hair veiled her features, but her shoulders were shaking violently. Immediately John feared she was having a reaction to the drug and squatted in front of her.

"Sam. Look at me," he commanded.

Her head rolled over one shoulder enough to reveal her face. Pieces of hair stuck to her cheeks and forehead. Her eyes were red and swollen.

John only then realized she was crying, and this fact tripled his concern. He laid his palm across her forehead feeling the heat radiating from her skin—fever or stress, he didn't know which—and then put two fingers to her neck to check her pulse.

Instead, Sam reached across her body and took his hand, wrapping her fingers around his palm and drawing his hand with hers as it fell to the center of her chest. He could feel her breath rattling in her chest. "What do I do?" she asked as more tears rolled down her cheeks.

John frowned thinking she meant to ask what happened. Calmly he explained, "You were captured at the Ivanoff Research Station and taken by ONI."

"It's all my fault," she gasped.

"It was a surprise attack," he corrected. "You saved your team."

Sam shook her head, sniffed, and tightened her grip on his hand. Even her lips were shaking when she pressed, "She hates me. She thinks I left her!"

Meanwhile John's frown deepened with his confusion. "No one thinks you left them. Your team doesn't blame yo—"

"What do I do?" she interrupted as if he hadn't spoken at all. "Tell me what do I do?"

She cornered him in a desperate stare. Maybe it was the drugs in her system. Stripped of her armor, her mystery, and her lies, John saw right through her. He understood her incoherent questions weren't about her capture. In the time she had been taken something had broken: she looked like a planet knocked out of orbit and careening through space. John had no idea what to say.

"What's wrong?" Cassidy interrupted nearby. "Is she in pain?"

Without thinking, John forced Sam's head against his shoulder where his brawn shielded her face from sight. "No," he lied. "She was confused about what happened. She's fine."

"Oh… We're going to get you back, Lieutenant," the blonde muttered loudly for Sam to hear before being distracted by Noah.

Sam's meltdown meanwhile continued into his shoulder; she murmured again and again, "She hates me… She hates me…"

Soon she fell unconscious against him, but John stayed crouched with her until they arrived at the _Otrera_. He carried her to the medic station for Green to begin a thorough assessment while the rest of the team scattered throughout the ship to prep for jump. Stabilizing Sam was first priority, but directly underneath was leaving the Khaphrae System. No time could be wasted.

Once in the medic station, John gingerly laid Sam on the examination table as Cassidy rushed around the small space gathering her tools. A 7-foot-tall Spartan was more than she could maneuver around, and she was quick to usher him out of the room. John turned to retreat when something held him in place: Almost not trusting his senses, he twisted to see with his own eyes the small hand grasping his. Whether conscious or not, Sam held onto him. Cassidy looked at him in alarm just as surprised as John was, but the Master Chief pulled his hand out of her grasp and eased out of the room more confused than ever as to what had happened. He stared at Sam lying unconscious on the table, bruised and battered but sleeping, until Cassidy closed the door.

Then John recognized the presence next to him.

"Did she say anything?" Fred wondered.

"No," John lied, covering yet again for the woman without necessarily knowing why. He looked to his comrade, and his demeanor hardened as his thoughts took a new route. "But we need to talk."

O O O

_**Otrera**_**, 0806 hours  
><strong>**Unknown location  
><strong>**Seven days after 'Augusta incident'**

She remembered a day without a name. Their toes sunk in the sand digging little wells of water wherever they stepped; they chased the waves out to sea and screamed when the next set rushed up to shore. Her shoulders were already peeling from the last sunburn, and someone joked she had gathered more freckles that summer than stars in the sky.

She remembered the smoke trails they drew in the sky that day. She thought it was a game like they were spelling out secrets overhead. "They must be training," someone nervously said. "I've never seen them train like that," someone else responded. She didn't understand what they meant.

She remembered the pitch of the siren howling from the city center. She had never heard that sound, but it drew the hairs on the back of her neck. Someone carried her running through the streets back into town. There were so many trails in the sky that it seemed like night. Black smoke rose like a wall to their right. Neighbors, friends, strangers—everyone was running. They pushed and shoved in the street. Some crying. Some screaming. Some bleeding. The siren kept howling.

She remembered the building beside them bursting like a balloon. Fragments of wall, roof, and everything in between shredded through the crowd. Everyone fell to the ground. She hit her head, and the scene spun around her. The smoke and dust choked her, and she couldn't remember which way was up or down. Her head was bleeding and making her dizzy. She saw people scattered around her lying on the ground too. Others ran over them. One person stepped on her hand and made her scream.

She remembered someone taking her broken hand, and together they crawled into the building to hide. A shapeless black mass was stalking through the debris. She started to cry. It prowled nearby where its size began to take shape like a monster coming closer and closer. Soon it would come for them too.

Gasping, Sam shot up straight on the examination table as she emerged from her dream. Her heart was ricocheting in her chest, threatening to break through, and her head spun caught between the nightmare and reality. As her sights cleared, she focused on the unassuming, clinical arrangement of their medic station. _It was just a dream_… she realized with a deep sigh of relief from the pit of her belly and massaged at the pale scar buried in her hairline, the only evidence of her origins. When her muscles settled, though, a heavy pain spread across her ribs. She winced and gripped tighter to the handful of shirt in her hands. _Wait_… Staring at the fistful of material, her brow furrowed. She traced the material to the owner, stretching her neck back to meet his sharp blue eyes. Her own widened in alarm as she realized she was clinging to the Spartan. Immediately she released him and planted her hands on the cool examination table to steady her. John still had an arm around her back where he had jumped forward to help her sit up. Now, if only to release him of the obligation, Sam began to swing her legs over the side of the table. The pain in her ribs tripled when her abdomen contracted, and she groaned having to lean on him more than she liked.

Once she was safely seated, John likewise resumed his place beside her.

_Has he been here all this time? _she wondered and couldn't deny the implication had her flustered considering her behavior before she fell unconscious. _Why did it have to be _him_? You idiot!_

Unlike the tear-stained woman he had rescued from captivity, John recognized the reclusive Innie lieutenant on the table. A little weathered and bruised, but the same. John could only imagine what dream had awoken her, but seeing her assume a tough face, he knew she was back to reality. He asked, "How are you?"

"Hmm… Feels like I've been on vacation," she lied with a tight smile, counting on the irony of her bandages to make her joke.

He smirked. "It wasn't a holiday for your team."

"Hey!" she caught immediately and served him a raw glare. "Who said you could send them into battle, huh? We had an agreement."

Still smirking with a guilty glean to his eyes, he countered, "We didn't discuss rescue ops."

"Oh, yeah? I didn't read you the fine print, is that it?"

"No one was injured."

Sam huffed her aggravation as she looked at the floor. "You think you'd still be talking if they were? I'd have your head on one of those metal trays!" she warned and nodded toward the counter full of medical paraphernalia.

John chuckled under his breath noting the threat lost its potency when she was sitting in the medic station. "I'll have to thank Fred," he said only to appease her.

Here, Sam was the one to smile omnisciently. "I knew he smelled it too… Where's the big blue guy?"

"Getting acquainted."

She granted him a loaded look. "Some friend you are throwing him to the wolves. You know how welcoming my team is."

Shrugging, he replied, "I had other things on my mind."

Sam caught his gaze, blunt and straightforward as usual, and laughed uneasily. "Did you come to hold my hand?" The joke had seemed a lot funnier in her head than when she voiced it aloud, and she was quick to consider the floor again.

"Not quite," he replied unfazed like always. "I came to confirm something."

"That I still look this good with a busted lip and black eye? I know, it's a talent." Sam was bobbing and weaving through their conversation, trying to hide whatever she had shown him before with a bout of really bad jokes, but John was slowly backing her up to the ropes—and they both knew it.

Undeterred he wondered, "Do you remember what you told me when we left the _Leto_?"

The way Sam dropped her head, tucked her hair behind her ear, and avoided his gaze said it all. "I wasn't in my right mind," she admitted at length. Certainly if she had been in her right mind, she never would have been so transparent or sought a hand to hold—especially not with _him_. Inhaling, Sam considered him from under her brow. "But just because I was drugged doesn't mean I don't remember."

When her gaze found his, John asked, "You were talking about your sister, weren't you?"

Sam released a heavy exhale. With it, a few layers of armor evaporated alongside her poor attempt at laughing off what had happened. She wondered quietly, "Did anyone else hear?"

"No."

"Good." As she straightened up to face him, she massaged her sore shoulder, a lesser injury out of the many. "When did you find out?"

"Yesterday."

She smirked humorlessly before narrowing her gaze on him. "And now you think you know me, right?"

"No," John admitted in return. "I have no idea what it's like on the other side."

"Because you never thought about it," she returned. There was sharpness to her tone that didn't necessarily seem directed at John. Sam's gaze wandered around the room to mirror her shifting thoughts. "I started this out because I wanted to save her."

"Why does she hate you?" he wondered. He wasn't sure why out of the milieu of questions he had for her that one emerged first.

"You're asking the wrong questions, John," she replied evasively. Catching his eye, she visibly softened to reveal her exhaustion. "Do you want to keep talking about me, or do you want to brief me on what's happened while I was gone?"

John wasn't getting distracted this time; he'd finally found the trail he needed to figure out what was going on. Firmly, he said, "I want you to tell me why you're so valuable to ONI."

Sam looked away.

"It's not because you're an Innie lieutenant; it's not because your sister is a Spartan; so what then? What are you to them?" With every word John's tone grew harder and more determined. It warned Sam she wasn't ducking him this time. When she first met him, that tone had made her stomach recede, but now it was oddly familiar.

The Lieutenant chuckled under her breath at the irony of it all. How did she expect to confront Sasha and bring down the Program without facing her own role in it all? "I guess I have stop running some time…" she muttered to herself. With this in mind, Sam pushed her hair out of her face and sat up while offering up her hands as if to present a magic trick. Meeting John's gaze, she revealed, "I'm the one that got away."

* * *
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	11. Supremacy

Chapter 11  
>"Supremacy"<p>

"_The greater the power, the more dangerous the abuse." – Edmund Burke_

"What did you say?"

Sam dropped her hands to grip the table again. "I know, it's hard for me to believe too. It all seems like a bad dream."

For a full thirty seconds, John said nothing. The insinuation was impossible, yet Sam was completely serious, enough that he hadn't decided if she were still drugged or simply lying to win his sympathy. At last, he opened his mouth and decided how he would respond: with the truth. "No one gets away, Sam."

"You're right. I wasn't supposed to get away," she explained simply. Met with his dubious silence once more, Sam sighed. "If you don't believe me, get my data pad. Look at the files. Spartan-B169. It's all there; I saw it for myself."

John continued staring at her without uttering a word. How could he possibly respond to this?

In his place, Sam continued of her own accord weary it seemed less from her captivity and more from having withheld this secret for fourteen long years. "My sister… She's my twin. We were an experiment."

"When?" John spoke up all at once. Realizing his question was incomplete, he continued, "You haven't been…"

"…augmented?" Sam finished for him. "I left before they could turn me into one of their weapons. We were 6 when they recruited us. All our family and friends had been murdered in the Covenant attack on Draco II. We'd been jockeying around foster homes and orphanages until they found us. They offered us a way to avenge our home. She said yes. I was just too scared to be alone, so I went with her." Here, her mouth twisted in a wiry smile as she admitted, "I was always the weak one."

His mind reeled at this news, racing a thousand different directions, none of which produced a coherent thought. One moment he was drawn into her story recalling the various Covenant attacks he had personally witnessed, the next he doubted her sincerity, then he would remember her words on the pelican after he rescued her. _She hates me, _Sam had cried over and over. This led to John's next question. "You met your sister when you were captured."

She nodded numbly but didn't answer otherwise.

"She hates you because you left," he understood, slowly piecing together the random bits of information he had been fed since he met Sam.

"They tricked me!" she snapped so abruptly her words hit the air like a fist. She glared at him with wild eyes and promised, "I never would have left her if I had known."

"None of this makes sense, Sam," he confessed, not one to often be stumped, but even the Master Chief lowered his forehead into his hand to rub at his brow.

"Look at the files!" she prompted him again. "It's all there. You have to believe me."

John eased up in his seat to meet her gaze. Where she was initially burdened by this truth, now it seemed she was desperate to be heard. His mouth set in a firm line, and he crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back to offer her his undivided attention. "I don't want to read your file… I want to hear it from you."

She eyed him uncertainly like she suspected his intent, but the Spartan was neutral staring back at her. As she realized he was serious, she looked at her lap gathering her wits and trying to thread together the words that she had hidden away for so many years. "We were the first siblings the Program ever adopted," she began and looked at John anxiously as if to check that he were still listening.

He didn't move but kept his gaze trained on her.

"I'm sure they thought if they could brainwash kids to forget their families, then why wouldn't they be able to break that bond too? It would have opened up more recruitment opportunities." Her eyes had dropped as she spoke to address a lose thread from one of her pockets. She rolled it absently between her fingers.

"Turned out they met their match." She smiled to herself, proud of this fact, and glanced at him. "We never faltered. We always helped each another. We traded places sometimes and even took beatings for the other. Pretty soon they cut Sasha's hair so they could tell us apart; they threatened us; they beat us; they did whatever they could think of to break us…" Sam inhaled slowly with her eyes unfocused apparently recalling the training they had endured. When she focused on John once more, her face had settled in resignation. "But then they realized they couldn't tear us apart.

"They thought our loyalty to each other compromised our eligibility for the Program," she explained succinctly. "We were liabilities so long as we were together. So one day they sat us down and gave us a choice: To stay or to go. We both hated that place as soon as we got there, so I thought the answer was obvious. We were better off on our own."

She snapped the loose thread from her pants. "That was the trick… Sasha had always been stronger, and they saw it too. They never gave her a choice. They knew I'd surrender.

"When I was 11, I sat in a docking station with nothing but the clothes on my back waiting for my sister to show up. But she never came." Sam snuffed humorlessly. "I would have been dead by night if Lyra hadn't found me. They were planning on terminating me. No loose ends, like you said." She rolled the broken thread into a ball and tossed it away.

John remained mute barely able to register this story less reply.

Sam read the dazed stupor on his face and smiled, amused to have left the great Master Chief speechless and simultaneously relieved by the truth. There was one last question of his that she had evaded since they met, but now finally she answered it: "I saved you because I couldn't save her. That's the truth, John."

"Sam…" he struggled to fill the space, but the words never came.

She abruptly looked down at her lap to hide the tears brimming her eyes and laughed under her breath as she wiped them away. "Fuck, this is embarrassing…" When she looked at him again, her hazel eyes were rimmed with red, matching the end of her nose. Still she speared him with a stern, serious look. "If you tell anyone I cried, I'll kill you."

His life had been reduced to a series of ludicrous twists all summed up by the woman sitting in front of him; John had no idea what else he could, and so, he laughed like she had told him another of her bad jokes.

O O O

**UNSC **_**Odin**_**, 0907 hours  
><strong>**Seven days after 'Augusta incident'**

Vice Admiral Reeves drummed his fingers on his mahogany desk as he ruminated over the current predicament. Not only had Spartan-117 taken off with the Insurrectionists—led by none other than Samaire-B169, aka Sam Quinn, now he and his new rebel friends were turning up in some very unfortunate places. The 'Augusta incident' remained primetime news owing to rich commercial maritime leaders like Erik Paulsen who wouldn't be silenced by money no matter how the UNSC's PR department lobbied to bury it. And most recently Reeves was shamed by the disaster at the Ivanoff Research Station that ultimately resulted in losing both Sam Quinn as well as Spartan-104.

"I told you to keep an eye on him," Reeves muttered irritably without looking at the AI's holographic image hovering at the edge of his desk.

"I gave him the opportunity to turn, and when he didn't, I misjudged him," Hypatia replied.

"If you had caught him, we wouldn't have lost Sam Quinn. We could have used her to lure Spartan-117 out!"

"There's no excuse, Vice Admiral."

"No, there isn't," he agreed, and his shoulders shook as he laughed inaudibly. What had begun as a simple conflict had grown into an utter cluster fuck. _Goddamn Spartans…_ Finally his gaze turned from his desk to consider the AI, and his amusement abruptly disappeared. "Make the call."

"Aye, sir." Hypatia bowed her head to signal her work, and within seconds, she nodded to the Vice Admiral that he was connected.

"I've lost control of the mission," Reeves said stoically. He paused after his admission, still sore about his inability to get these Spartans to heel, before he conceded, "It's time."

"Aye aye, sir," the man answered from the other end. With that, the transmission was terminated.

The man answering the call sat back in his chair and on second thought reached for the cigar he had reserved for this occasion. Colonel James Ackerson was by all public accounts retired, but he'd found much more fruitful, rewarding opportunities outside of his official station. "If you want something done…" he murmured to himself while trimming the end and calling the next in line. Once the transmission was picked up, he reported, "Commence Operation: VIS." With that, he lit the cigar, enjoyed the first few puffs, and sat deeper in his chair to wait.

O O O

**Insurrectionist **_**Otrera**_**, 0928 hours**

"I want to know what Operation: VIS is," Sam said as soon as she strode into the bridge. Only a day had passed since she'd left the vessel, but already she felt nostalgic assuming her position before her team. Were it not for them, her fate would have finally caught up with her: She'd be terminated like she should have been fourteen years ago. Naturally she hid this fact no matter her candid exchange with John earlier that morning. She hadn't explicitly asked it of him, but he'd spent most of his life operating in secret. He seemed to understand when matters were best kept under the radar without needing to be told. And so, Sam stood in front of her team with every shred of fierce determination she could muster; she promised she would take them to the end, and here she was. Casting her attention to their resident intelligence officer, she added, "You better have an answer for me, Boone."

Noah stood at the small holographic table behind the command center grinning like a student who'd aced his homework. "While you were catching up on your beauty sleep," he replied, "Lieutenant Fred and I were working on the files. The good news is we know what Operation: VIS is… The bad news is we know what Operation: VIS is."

Sam arched her brows at such a conundrum and answered sarcastically, "Well, I guess I'll take the good news first."

The officer nodded before tapping at the table, which brought a series of files into view. "It's part of a top secret mission. We've only just scratched the surface. We have no idea the exact breadth, but we know it's big. And we think we've figured out the objective."

Here, Fred stepped forward from the lines to explain, "They're training the successors to the Spartans."

"What?" Anya intervened. "Like a Spartan-V class?"

"No, it's a whole different program," Boone corrected while plucking out a few prominent files from the bunch to enlarge for everyone to see. "Practically off the books. We got lucky and managed to find where they were storing all their data and likely doing much of their research. Without the interrogation records and medical reports, we wouldn't have had a clue."

"The Spartans are still active. Why develop a whole different program?" John spoke up next.

"Politics. Money. Jealousy," Fred answered. "We don't know, but the fact is it's real."

"This is why they're hunting John; he's the scapegoat that will bring down the whole SPARTAN Program and make way for this new generation," Sam understood only to meet John's gaze, stunned. She had suspected a conspiracy of course and even baited John with it to gain his support, but she had no idea how deep this went. "They've been planning this for years."

"Yes. But these soldiers…They're way more dangerous than the Spartans ever were," Boone said.

Sam's attention immediately snapped to focus on him. "What do you mean?"

"They used the Spartans like a case study. The Spartans were methodical, effective, brutal even, but they're still human soldiers. They decide the best course of action, even when it's at odds with standing orders. Command doesn't like to be shown up by a bunch of low-level officers—no offense." He glanced at Fred and offered a wry smile.

The Spartan naturally didn't acknowledge it.

"They wanted to create a class of soldiers who were more… obedient," Boone finished.

"Dr. Eduardo Ruiz studied the Spartan classes in depth and developed new, advanced psychological techniques to negate a soldier's own innate will," Fred spelled out more clearly.

Takeda glanced at his comrades to see his confusion mirrored in their faces, wondering, "Is that even possible?"

"They supplemented the psychological tests with biological and neurological procedures," the Spartan Lieutenant answered. "The end result, based on the interrogation tapes we saw, seems to be a sort of hypnosis."

"So you just tap their shoulder and snap them out of it," Rodriguez suggested somewhere between joking considering how ludicrous this was and genuinely curious.

Fred's sharp blue eyes narrowed subtly, enough to make Rodriguez look away. "It's a lot stronger than that. The subjects are completely unaware of their role in the program."

"They're already in the system," Boone jumped back in with a certain electricity like this were the climax. "They're your commanding officer… the soldier beside you in the foxhole… the on base doctor treating the wounded… They're everywhere just waiting to be activated."

Appropriately the team grew silent while the implications of this report seeped through the room. Sam was one of the first to speak next, "They're waiting until the SPARTAN Program's dead. Then they're going to activate these soldiers?"

Fred crossed his arms over his chest adding another layer to the seriousness of his tone when he replied, "I'm not convinced they're going to wait any longer. The situation's gotten out of hand."

"Shit," Rodriguez muttered under his breath.

John shared a similar reaction though he kept it hidden beneath his stoic façade. This was the time to stay strong. "What's our next move?" he asked.

"We have to expose the plot to take down the SPARTAN Program," Fred replied. "We need to figure out who's behind it."

"I bet whoever's backing these soldiers will point us in the right direction," Sam offered.

"The Ivanoff Research Station seems to primarily have documented and researched the program," Noah pointed out. "There's another location where they actively recruited and trained. In the reports, they refer to it only as 'The Pit'." He pulled all the reports including this name to show the team.

Sam eyed the numerous files hovering in the air before her. There was enough to suggest it was a legitimate lead. "What's its location?"

The intelligence officer coughed and tucked his hands behind his back while stealing a glance at Fred.

The Spartan caught the hint and admitted, "We're still figuring that out."

_Of course… _Sam mused to herself. _It wouldn't be nearly as fun if we had all the answers_. But this had to be it: ironically the answer to both saving the Spartans and finally destroying them. Once this got out, she had no idea how the UNSC would be able justify the creation of any further Spartan classes or other super soldiers for that matter. With her thoughts, Sam's attention slid to John only to find him looking at her expectantly. She held his gaze searching his face as she wondered, _What's going to happen to you, John?_

Sam had no idea, but they had come too far to back down now. Finally, she tapped the table meaningfully for her team. "No one sleeps until we know where The Pit is. Understood?"

O O O

The tension knotting up her neck, shoulders, all the way down to her lower back was more than coffee could answer—even the stout, black stuff Sam loved. That didn't mean the Lieutenant didn't still try to clear her head with a big mug of it. Her face hurt from the blows it had taken; her ribs ached deep down to the bone (though Green promised they were not broken); she felt exhausted and sick all at once. But she held her head up. Someone had to lead her team, and she'd made it too far to let the UNSC bully her into a corner now. She slipped a couple of anti-inflammatory pills out of her pocket and kicked them back with a long sip of coffee. It burned all the way down her throat and back up making her eyes water and face wring in a pain. When Cassidy stepped up to pour herself a mug as well, Sam promptly composed herself.

She was about to walk off, but Green caught her first, "I didn't realize you two were close."

"Who?" Sam wondered unsure the comment was even directed at her.

Cassidy in turn smiled sinuously, ripe with a secret, and glanced toward the Spartan Master Chief chatting with Boone and Fred in another corner of the room. She sighed. "Takeda's going to be such a dick now."

Yet again, Sam was reminded of her wayward behavior returning from captivity, and she tried to keep her tone nonchalant as she countered, "I was drugged. He could have been a giant rainbow unicorn for all I knew."

The medic laughed, but it didn't mean she was thrown off the scent. "It seemed pretty deliberate. I mean, I was there, and you didn't want to hold my hand."

_Am I in fucking high school?_ Sam growled to herself before adopting an apt reply. "Tell you what. Next time I'm drugged and barely conscious, I'll make sure I find you." She wrinkled her nose over a fake, toothy grin before turning from the blonde and dropping the act completely to resume her irritated expression. _This shit's giving me a migraine_. She glanced pathetically at her mug of coffee. _Why'd I leave my flask on the _Acheron_?_

Cassidy watched after her with one corner of her mouth curling, less than amused.

Ignoring those lingering eyes, Sam found her seat at the end of the metal table, trying to sit without looking like a rusty machine, and turned her concentration to her data pad. She pulled up the next file from the group Boone had sent everyone and set about searching for clues to find The Pit. Before she could fully immerse herself in her work, she felt a gentle nudge on her shoulder. She looked up to see John standing beside her and offering a protein bar. Given her conversation with Green moments prior, Sam couldn't stop herself from self-consciously sensing everyone was looking at them. She immediately turned away from him.

"Stop being nice to me," she mumbled so hushed and hurried under her breath that even the Spartan's ears couldn't catch it.

"What?" he wondered in what Sam deemed too loud a tone. Didn't he notice the team staring?

She didn't look directly at him and instead continued fussing over her data pad. "What is it?"

John frowned at the odd question coupled with her behavior but replied, "Protein bar. I'm passing them out."

Sam's head bobbed up suddenly, and she scoured the team around them to see each with a protein bar in hand. _Fucking Cassidy!_ Her expression fell as she realized her ridiculous mistake. The high school mentality was catching to her chagrin, and she quickly stole the bar from his hands, adding a belated, "Thanks."

Task completed, the Master Chief assumed the available seat next to her with his long legs stretched out on the opposite side so he didn't have to wedge them under the table. He tore open his meal and asked, "Have you found anything?"

_Are we friends now?_ Sam wondered sarcastically but soon recognized she was being too sensitive. _He's just doing the rounds. _It wasn't often—or ever, for that matter—she shared her deepest darkest secrets with someone. Evidently she had no idea how to proceed. "Not yet," she answered, deciding to at least act natural until she was back to her senses. "I'm just skimming the reports trying to get a handle on this. It's like science fiction, thinking they could activate someone and take away their will."

John took a moment to chew on a hunk of the bar, musing on her reply and his own misgivings. Eventually he swallowed and admitted, "I never thought they would go this far."

Sam took a long sip of her coffee and couldn't help pointing out, "I'm sure someone thought that when they heard about the SPARTAN Program. If we don't stop them, this is never going to end. They're going to keep experimenting on us and augmenting us until we're not even human anymore."

In the midst of her reply, John had turned to stare at her, and his sharp gaze lingered even after her words ended.

She looked into the mug where her hands were cradling the warm surface, waiting for him to speak up, until she couldn't stand the weight of his silent eyes any longer. "What?"

"I thought you were a dramatic, Innie hippie when I first met you," he admitted while leaning back against the table. "Now, I think I understand you."

Sam smiled against her better nature to hear his succinct deduction. _'Dramatic, Innie hippie?_' She glanced at him and countered, "Yeah, well, I thought you were a UNSC puppet. Turns out you missed that program."

Rather than appreciating her joke, the Master Chief stared vacantly ahead considering something Sam could only guess at. She looked at her mug of coffee once more prepared to drop the subject, when he told her, "I never questioned any of this before I met you."

Frankly Sam wasn't sure if she should be proud or apologize to him; as usual his tone gave her no indication of his opinion on the matter. When she first took him to the _Acheron_, she threw everything she had at him, standing by that old proverb that promised the truth would set them free. And somehow now, she wished she had been able to relay all of this to him with a little more tact.

"At least you know, John," she offered quietly after a brief silence. She watched his profile even though he didn't look at her and assured him, "You're not a machine. You know what's right and what's wrong, and you get to decide."

John continued looking off lost in his own thoughts. Seconds passed until he revealed, "This morning I caught myself asking what would have happened to me if Dr. Halsey had never chosen me." His gaze slid over to her, his expression transparent in a way Sam had never seen.

She smiled, choosing humor as she often did when she was uncomfortable, and sighed, "You'd probably have a 9 to 5 trying to pay off your kids' tuitions, go home to your wife, and work on your beer belly while catching up on the playoffs." Her brow arched as she finished, "Boring, huh?"

_I wouldn't know_, John answered to himself. That kind of life was more foreign to him than some of the farthest reaches of the galaxy. Inevitably, his attention settled on his young comrade again. "Why didn't you? You left. Why didn't you get a normal job, get married, do all the 'boring' stuff?"

Sam eased her elbows onto the table taking her mug of coffee with her; all the while her eyes pensively searched the air in front of her signaling that she released her humor for the moment to reward his honesty with her own. Apparently she was getting the knack of this whole truth thing. "I couldn't leave Sasha alone…" she began and hesitated only briefly before catching John's eye and admitting, "But more than that, I was different. I couldn't even remember my last name, but I was too afraid to look it up because I didn't think it'd fit me anymore." Her mouth twisted with her frankness at once shy and hopeful. She bent closer to him, dropping her voice to whisper, "When this is done, I want to."

'_When this is done'… _he repeated in his head. For him, there had never been an end—except death. Yet again, he considered the wall in front him as a fresh wave of unexpected thoughts plagued him. _When this is done…_ He had no idea how to finish that sentence.

O O O

**UNSC Camp Patmos, 2108 hours  
><strong>**Chi Rho, Ectanus 45 System  
><strong>**Seven days after 'Augusta incident'**

Master Sergeant Dorian Brown collapsed onto his cot with a short grunt of exhaustion. He unbuttoned the top of his crisp uniform, tugging at his tie, until finally he could breathe. One deep sigh practically embedded him in the mattress, and while his body was drained, his mind busied warning him that if he stayed like this for too long he would need to iron his uniform all over again. It seemed a waste already that he had donned his full uniform in preparation of greeting an advanced officer only to discover the details of the officer's arrival had changed. As if that weren't enough, he had been battling a severe migraine since the morning. Such was his luck lately.

He groaned and gazed off vacantly at his desk where a flashing light on his data pad caught his attention. _Unread messages_, he understood, which translated as more unfinished business in his mind, but it had to be attended to all the same. And he needed to get out of his uniform. Grumbling, he stood up and began undressing all the while typing in the passcode on his personal data pad and waiting for his mail to finish syncing. With his shirt and tie removed and slung across the hanger, he took a moment to peruse his inbox.

One particular email stood out among the rest and took priority. Opening it, the video automatically began playing, and he was smiling before the first second.

_"Did you start?"_ his daughter's thin voice called out, and there she stood with her hands planted on her hips waiting impatiently for the person filming to catch up.

_"Yes. Go, go, go!"_ his wife's voice prompted in return.

Like a light switch, his daughter flipped from sullen to beaming. _"Watch this, daddy!" _Her arms dropped to her sides, and all at once she took off at a run through their backyard. Then suddenly she tumbled hands over feet with one fluid handspring. At the end, she posed, beaming.

Unconsciously, Dorian's brow flexed even if she couldn't see him awed and impressed. He swore last time he went to one of his daughter's open classes at her gymnastics school they were still learning cartwheels.

His wife was laughing, and the camera shook as she applauded.

_"Did you see it? Did you get it?"_ his daughter wondered impatient once more to have her new skill revealed.

_"Yes, I got it. You looked awesome!"_ his wife promised. _"Do you want to tell him bye now?"_

_"Yes!" _his daughter rushed toward the camera, centered herself, and blew a kiss with both hands. _"Bye, daddy! I miss you! I'm going to do two handsprings next time, ok?"_

"Two?" Dorian repeated and shook his head.

Then the camera turned, and his wife grinned and waved. _"Hey, babe! We're all doing great here, but we miss you! Can't wait to see you in a few weeks. Love you! Bye!"_

He smiled wistfully in turn musing how a few simple weeks felt light years away. Rather than looming on this significant fact, he watched the video three more times, each time impressed once more by his daughter's skill. She'd probably pester him again for private lessons once he got home, and he tried to calculate how much that would cost them annually.

A new message pinged onscreen to interrupt his thoughts, and Dorian slumped lower in his chair at the reminder of his immediate responsibilities. Reluctantly he set the video aside to consider this new message which seemed by all measures a routine time sheet. But it housed a pivotal code.

All at once, Dorian doubled over holding his head where every pulse ricocheted inside his skull. His heart rate sped up turning the pain into a dizzying clamor, and he continued grasping his head digging his fingers into his scalp like he could hold smother the growing pangs. He crumbled out of his chair onto the floor collapsing in on himself still trying blindly to somehow hold back the pain. His nose began bleeding. He groaned like a wounded animal. Another second of this, and he thought his head would explode. His ears were bleeding, ringing beneath a stabbing pressure. He dug his fingernails deep into his scalp, but that pain was absorbed into the rest. Dorian groaned again, the sound like gravel through his throat and clenched teeth.

Then it all stopped.

O O O

_**Odin**_**, 2300 hours**

"How many did we lose?"

"Four," Hypatia answered from her same position at the Vice Admiral's desk. "There were some unforeseen issues with the signal, sir. We've never activated so many at one time during our trials."

The man swirled his scotch absently in his hand watching the dark liquid pitch closer and closer to the edge. "Sacrifices must me made," he mused aloud. "We'll need to confiscate the bodies and prepare the autopsy reports."

"Aye, sir."

After taking a biting sip of his drink, Reeves set the crystal glass aside and granted his full attention to the AI. "What of the others?"

"All accounted for," she responded. "As planned, they each tapped into the system to receive their orders. Since we didn't station them too far apart, they should assemble within 24 hours."

"24 hours is a long time, Hypatia, for Spartan-117 and his accomplices." Reeves gazed into the dark confines of his office and could only imagine the trouble John and his team would bring. He bristled at the thought.

"We still have the Spartan team on hand, Vice Admiral," Hypatia reminded him.

"Who recently lost their CO," Reeves replied. His eyes slid over to the holographic avatar. "How have they responded?"

"Predictably. They believe he followed Spartan-117's path and betrayed his federation."

The Vice Admiral nodded subtly at the news. _Predictable, yes, but then again these Spartans keep surprising me_. It further deepened his resolve that he had made the right choice on whom he placed his bets. "And Spartan-B170," Reeves continued aloud. "She's shown no further reaction to her sister's presence?"

"If you'll recall the video footage I sent from the interrogation room on the _Cronus_, it seems Spartan-B170 holds no ties with the rebel Sam Quinn. Her vitals remain within the normal range. I've seen no signs of duplicity."

Reeves scoffed, "You thought the same of Spartan-104."

The AI calmly clasped her hands before her and assured him, "And I've adjusted my perspective accordingly. I won't make another mistake."

Unlike some of his human peers, Reeves could trust Hypatia meant what she said. That was the brilliance of a machine with no ulterior motive: transparency and the sole objective to follow orders. He appreciated the simplicity. For this reason did he decide, "Promote Spartan-B170. She'll lead the team to find her sister and the Spartan traitors while we wait for our contingency plan to arrive."

"Aye aye, sir."

It was risky to keep the Spartan team in play not knowing what they would uncover or who would be the next to turn, but it was even more dangerous to sideline them. He needed to keep them focused on the mission so they wouldn't step back and see the bigger picture. He had enough on his plate as it was trying to tow Spartan-117 and his friends back into line.

The Vice Admiral attended to his scotch, swirling the liquid again, while he wondered under his breath, "You have 24 hours, John. What's your next move?"

* * *
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	12. Holes in the Sky

Chapter 12  
>"Holes in the Sky"<p>

"_Atlas was permitted the opinion that he was at liberty, if he wished, to drop the Earth and creep away; but this opinion was all that he was permitted__." – Franz Kafka_

**Insurrectionist **_**Otrera**_**, 0455 hours  
><strong>**Undisclosed location  
><strong>**Eight days after 'Augusta incident'**

The emergency jump from the Khaphrae System had permanently fried a portion of their navigation systems. They could tell direction, location, and altitude but their scale gauging distance had been thrown off kilter. This was particularly critical in evading asteroids, for example, or knowing how far out to fly to avoid falling into a planet's orbit, or even measuring how long until an enemy ship closed in on them. Between searching for clues as to The Pit's location, Boone had likewise assumed responsibility for mending the ship's software with Rodriguez manually rewiring areas where he could in an attempt to circumvent the problem. The rest of the team were taking shifts sleeping for a few precious hours and looking for intel. On and off. On and off. They'd been floating through space this way for almost 24 hours since recovering Sam.

John had taken his turn like the rest of them, but he hadn't yet been able to sleep. Even when he laid his head down and closed his eyes, his mind continued racing with thoughts of the SPARTAN Program's fall, of his childhood spent training, of his friends' deaths, of a life in service to a confederation that now spat him out. He'd never been the philosophical, existential type to question his purpose, so he didn't disregard his active years or sacrifices made. Even if he went down, none of it had been in vain because of what he and the other Spartans had accomplished in the line of duty. They'd saved humanity. That fact alone made all the details of his life seem trivial. Insignificant. But he still couldn't sleep.

"She was on my team."

The Spartan Master Chief stilled from his place leaning back against one of the passageways in the _Otrera_. The small stealth ship was quiet in the midst of everyone's work, meaning John didn't need to strain to overhear the conversation unfolding in the adjoining room. He couldn't sleep, and instead, he'd taken to shadowing someone else.

"That's not a coincidence," Sam returned evenly.

"It was my choice," Fred corrected her without missing a beat, only to hesitate in the next moment. He confessed, "But I don't think they handed over her dossier by accident. They probably recognized you from the _Infinity_'s security tapes before I did."

Sam was silent until she wondered, "She never said anything about me…?"

"No."

_Your sister had to have known it was you. Either she was quiet because she wanted you caught—or she was protecting you_, John ruminated nearby.

"I thought I knew you from somewhere," Fred continued unaware of his Spartan brother outside, "but I only recognized you because of Sasha. With the body modification and the scars, it wasn't obvious."

"We were twins," Sam surmised in a weary tone. "Now we're strangers."

The room grew quiet though tense, and John was reminded why he kept a weather eye on the young rebel. She'd beat herself to a pulp before the UNSC ever had the chance at this rate. What happened to the stubborn, explosive lieutenant who was always running toward another fight?

His thoughts were interrupted when Fred broke the silence and asked, "How do you know me?"

"When we were in training, you were made an example of. The highest ranking Spartan and all."

_They looked up to us?_ John wondered incredulously. He imagined a group of kids sitting in the auditorium of his youth while Déjà lectured on about Fred or Kelly or even himself. It left a sour taste in his mouth.

Fred must have likewise been taken off guard because he didn't respond.

In his absence, Sam added, "Thanks for…" Her voice trailed off while she searched for the right words and eventually settled on, "…for what you did."

_Back on the _Leto_? _John asked himself when Sam didn't explain further.

Rather, she ended the conversation. Striding back to her workspace, Sam paused only once as she stepped out of the room and caught John's eye. In her face was a question that never left her lips. She looked ahead and brushed past him to continue her search.

Fred followed after her and shared a similar look of surprise at John's presence, but unlike the other lieutenant, he asked, "What is it?"

They'd spoken after returning to the _Otrera_ trading all the intel they had each gathered up to this point. The only thing John had neglected to explain was Sam's origins, though he directed his Spartan brother to ask Sam himself. It wasn't John's story to tell after all. Now that Fred was apprised of everything surely John's appearance seemed all the more curious.

"I've been thinking," the Master Chief replied, the most succinct way he could possibly summarize the last 24 hours. He found Fred in his sights and said, "What about the others? Kelly or Linda?"

Fred's demeanor instantly changed from on guard ready to face any enemy to relaxed if slightly agitated at the memory of his old friends. "I thought about them too. There's no telling who they'll go after next."

"We have the files," John reminded him. "We can see where they're stationed these days and try to get a message to one of them."

"It'll be hard now that we're all under a microscope," Fred agreed, "but we can try."

John's attention strayed as he asked himself how many more Spartans were out there, unaware. This was a threat none of them could have anticipated. _If we don't stop this, how many of them are going to fall?_

"You ok, John?"

At once his sharp eyes focused on Fred.

"You seem different," the Lieutenant explained.

"I'm missing my armor," John offered, not realizing how loaded a statement it was until it hit the air.

If Fred caught the underlying significance of his words, he didn't say anything. He instead assured them both, "We'll get past this. We always do."

"Everything's changed," the Master Chief countered, thinking, _There are no guarantees. _There never were in his profession, but this was different than any other enemy he'd engaged. "I don't know what's on the other side anymore."

Fred considered his friend's words for several seconds, light years by Spartan terms, and decided, "This isn't the end, John."

He wanted to believe that too, but he had to acknowledge, "It's the end of something. I just haven't figured out what yet."

Taking stock of John's tone and stern expression, Fred realized, "She got to you."

Again, John's focus returned from his thoughts to his comrade, though his expression remained vacant. "Who?"

"The rebel."

His mind was racing in every direction but hers; hearing her called that name, he remembered their first conversation: "'Only when we have different enemies.'"

"What?" Fred asked with a frown growing by the second.

John caught his disproving eye, similarly seeing the confusion furrowing Fred's brow. It brought him out of his head and back to the ground. "Nothing," he answered. "I'll check the files and let you know what I find."

It was better they ended the conversation, so John could pull the brakes on his loose tongue. Now that he began considering all these wild conclusions, he unexpectedly discovered that he couldn't stop. He needed a task to focus his attention before he did a tailspin. At this rate, the threat of psychosis seemed like a self-fulfilling prophecy. He quickly pushed the thought to the sidelines, letting it pile up alongside all the others, as he addressed the Spartan files for the first time. Their significance had enough power to make him pause.

John hadn't explicitly been avoiding the files—he'd been tempted to look at them since they were decrypted—but he hadn't necessarily wanted to face them either. Secrecy was a code among Spartans. Glancing through their names, biographies, locations, and service records violated everything he upheld. _This is for Kelly_, he reminded himself, _not for Innie propaganda_. That was all it took to distract him.

The Master Chief recalled his pledge to stop Sam before she could ever reveal the files. Would he stand by that promise when he knew the cost of their induction into the Program and price for their freedom? Before he even realized what he had done, John was staring at one particular dossier.

_Name: Samaire  
><em>_Tag: B169  
><em>_Born: 2533, Draco Two  
><em>_Recruited: 2539  
><em>_Status: 2544, dishonorably discharged_

To the right of her basic biographical information was a picture from her training days. Nothing more than a child with straight blunt bangs to accentuate her round face. There was no smile, but her eyes were large and open. She looked innocent, gentle, sweet even.

Still thoughtless, John glanced to consider their workspace where Sam sat in one corner stooped over her data pad. At that moment she tried to readjust her position, only to grimace sharply and cradle the left side of her ribs. She discreetly slipped a few pills out of her pocket and tossed them back with the coffee she'd been mainlining since she woke up. Far removed from the child onscreen, her face was more angular, her eyes sharper, and her expression harder. He wondered if she had even rested since she woke up.

Unconsciously, John opened a new window, but his fingers stilled without warning. He stared at the tag he had entered—_117_—but couldn't hit search. His jaw cut a tense line, and he pushed the data pad away to stand. A new mission attracted his attention.

Feeling his presence loom overhead, Sam yanked the headphones out of her ears, paused the interrogation onscreen, and gazed up at the Master Chief. Her face was open in curiosity expecting he had some news to deliver, and it faintly reminded him of the picture he had seen moments before.

"Get some rest," he said.

So quickly did her expression fall along with her attention to consider her data pad. "I'm fine," she muttered.

"Even Boone took a couple of hours," John countered undeterred. "You're injured. You want to go on mission, you need to recover." His tone echoed his resolve on this issue, but unfortunately for him Sam had grown immune to it.

Inhaling, she replied dismissively, "I'll sleep when I'm dead."

They were empty words for such an acute topic in their ranks. There was no trace of a joke on his face when he returned, "Funny."

Sam seemed to recognize she had struck a nerve and offered a more contrite answer. "We need every second, John. I can't rest right now."

"This is your only shot. Once we figure out where The Pit is, we're going to be on mission for as long as it takes." He realized he sounded like he were lecturing one of his subordinates, but he'd made up his mind on this point oblivious to the ramifications, namely the guarded, suspicious way Sam looked at him next.

"Why are you doing this?"

"Your team needs you." It was true, but it wasn't his honest answer.

Still it had the effect John wanted. As expected, she abandoned her stance. Her eyes searched the ground between them mulling over how he'd completely outmaneuvered her with four words. Checkmate.

When she looked up to him once more, she was sullen but clear-headed. "Just a couple of hours," she negotiated.

John almost smirked but managed to keep a straight face when he agreed, "I'll wake you up."

"Ok." While her mouth consented, her body was slower to concede, in part because she was stiff from sitting in the same position for so long.

John was considerate of her ego enough to let her stand on her own.

Gritting her teeth, she began to walk away trying to fight the tension in her back and legs, when suddenly she spun to face him. "If we find something—"

"I'll wake you up," he assured her again.

Sam pursed her lips at how he cut her off, but still she turned and headed toward their bunks. Secretly she knew she needed to rest, but it was difficult to manage when she felt her whole team was looking to her for guidance, for answers, for hope. The responsibilities were piling up, but she certainly didn't appreciate being sent to bed like a child. _Fucking Spartans…_

Watching her walk away, John had to admit to himself what he hadn't to her: She got under his skin. There weren't many who could say that.

O O O

**UNSC **_**Cronus**_**, 0601 hours  
><strong>**Khaphrae System**

Commanding Officer Sasha-B170 was many things: resourceful, determined, and above all, loyal. This explained why she despised treason, sedition, and subversion so vehemently. In turn, traitors and rebels assumed a status analogous to rodents by her standards. She had no patience for them, and so vermin were exterminated without hesitation. Those around her described the Petty Officer as ruthless and direct in her prejudice against rebels—but it was the only way to protect herself.

Fourteen years ago Sasha was separated from her classmates after their morning exercises and taken into a room in the officers' quarters where none were allowed. Already the significance of this jolted her, though she showed no signs of weakness to the men. They had sat her down and opened a live CCTV stream for her to view. There, in the midst of what appeared to be a docking station, her twin Sam sat on a lone bench turning her head from side to side as if searching for something.

_"Spartan-B169 has been compromised," they told Sasha. "She turned her back on the Program and the UNSC."_

_Their words hammered into Sasha's skull, but she kept her eyes trained on her sister trying to understand where she was and why._

_"What is the punishment for betraying your confederation, trainee?"_

_Sasha blanched before she could contain herself, and her voice subtly shook as she replied, "Bad-conduct discharge, confinement—"_

_"I didn't ask for the punishment for going AWOL!" he barked back so severely Sasha flinched. "We are at war! How do we repay deserters?"_

_Her chest rose and collapsed frantically, her eyes bore a hole through the video, and her mouth opened but said nothing. She knew the punishment all too well but couldn't say it. _You shouldn't say it_, she told herself. _Never say it_._

_The officer practically lunged at her to force her to respond when suddenly the video feed faltered. Like a breeze blowing across the picture, it rippled from one corner to the next, and in that brief second, Sam disappeared._

_"Sir!" one of the men spoke up to direct his CO's attention to the screen._

_"Where did she go?"_

_No one had an answer._

_"Where is she? Find her! Go!"_

_The officers filed out of the room without hesitation setting off to hunt down her eleven-year-old sister. Sasha was trembling when the commanding officer stalled near her chair. Bending to level with her eyes where she couldn't avoid him or his words, he told her, "Remember this moment, trainee. You're going to have a target on your back your whole life because you're kin to a traitor."_

Until a week ago, Sasha never knew that brief disruption in the video feed was anything more than a scare tactic for her. Then she was introduced to Sam Quinn, Lieutenant under Commander Castilla, and realized her sister had truly escaped and assumed her destiny as a rebel against the UNSC. Because the girls of their youth wouldn't yield, the Program broke them and discovered the key to separating the pair was pitting them against each other. Like a defense mechanism, Sasha's hatred for rebels began that day fourteen years ago. It was the only way to peel the target off her back.

Now Sasha leaned again on her old grudge, discomforted by how it faltered. _Why didn't you tell Lieutenant Fred she was your sister? Why didn't you disclose her origins in the Program?_ Such questions had haunted Sasha for over a week now, though her answer always remained the same: _I can't be associated with her. She's nothing to me. _Maybe if her words were honest, they would have silenced her questioning mind. But even if she doubted her own motivations, she had to maintain her strong face. There were always eyes on her. Fred had proven that when information was passed without his consent and orders were taken outside of his control. Sasha wouldn't make a similar mistake. She couldn't.

With this paramount truth in mind, Sasha had forced herself to face Sam after fourteen years, see the raw hope in her eyes, and cut her off like an infection. Their brief encounter played again and again behind Sasha's eyes, ending each time with Sam's broken call to her—"_Sasha…!_" Surely that conversation had been recorded and her severity noted by her superiors. What more could she offer to prove her loyalty to them than the last surviving family she had left? They'd appropriately rewarded her with a promotion: lead the team that would take down her sister. Sasha bit the inside of her mouth until she tasted blood; it was bitter on her tongue. She'd lived long enough to hate herself.

"Sasha."

Hearing her name in real life made her snap to attention, and she promptly turned to see Geoff lingering nearby. "What is it?"

"I've got something to show you," he replied as he stepped forward to present his data pad. "ONI's been blocking our attempts to see what the Innies recovered from the Ivanoff, so we haven't had much to go on to locate them. But with Lieutenant…" The officer faltered briefly to find the current term.

"…off the mission?" Sasha supplied rather politely.

Geoff noticed and looked surprised by her clemency before he shook it off to continue, "I've been able to review his files. He was looking through Dr. Ruiz's mail from the _Infinity_ for clues."

"He didn't mention that," Sasha muttered to herself, and both officers had their theories as to why the Spartan would hide his research. To Geoff, she pressed, "Did he find anything?"

"There were some standouts."

"What does that mean?"

Here, the officer brought up a series of emails translated from their original language. "Fred was focusing on these conversations between Dr. Ruiz and a professor Alessia Roman."

In seconds, Sasha skimmed through several of the emails which seemed typical shop talk between a psychologist and geneticist.

"I took the liberty to look into Alessia Roman…"

Sasha's attention strayed from the data pad in hand to his face. "And?"

"She doesn't exist. The emails… They're using a code. And the last email was sent from Alessia Roman within hours of Spartan-117 boarding the _Infinity_."

"Are you saying there's a connection?" Sasha wondered quietly as she recognized they were treading precarious ground.

Geoff didn't answer immediately which seemed more telling than his actual response. "I don't think the director of psychology communicating with a ghost account is an accident."

Sasha exhaled pensively, but her chest still felt tight and heavy. They'd been so preoccupied chasing after a mentally unstable war hero aided by Innies that it'd never occurred to them to look for a logic behind the madness. "I'll look into it," she decided all at once. "Work on locating the Innie ship. Were you able to trace their route?"

"Without a central AI, their navigation is erratic," Geoff admitted. "We're still working out their path."

"Work faster." The command came out sharper than she'd intended, but with her feet in the fire, she was all the more determined to catch up to Sam. "We can't lose them again."

"Aye aye," Geoff agreed before setting off to complete his tasks.

By effect Sasha was left to her own devices once more. Inevitably her unruly thoughts turned to her sister. _You shouldn't have looked back, Sam. You shouldn't have gotten involved. _She eased her arms across her chest while gazing out one of the few windows in the ship. Somewhere out there her other half faced the weight of the UNSC. Unconsciously, her fingers dug into her armor, bone meeting unyielding metal. _It's time to disappear again_… _and never come back._

O O O

_**Otrera, 0800 hours**_

No matter how she protested, Sam died a new death when she hit the thin mattress. All that coffee was for nothing because her body collapsed and dragged her mind under with it. She couldn't even remember lying down on the bunk let alone nodding off before she felt a hand rocking her shoulder. Those few hours somehow only made her more exhausted because they underlined how many more it would take before she was ready to fight. She might have been trained in her youth to bound out a bed at the sound of a pin dropping, but Sam now struggled to open her eyes and face the Master Chief waking her up. _Why does he have to be so damn punctual?_

His hand insisted, and Sam grumbled, "I'm awake," if only to get him to ease up. Moments later did her eyes finally open, blinking several times to make sense of the space, and settle on a familiar face. Not John but the youngest member of her team sat on the edge of the bunk.

"Flynn," Sam recognized and forced herself to ease up on one elbow; Anya would only have woken her if they'd found The Pit or were facing attack, and Sam threw off her drowsiness that much faster wondering which she would need to address first. "Have we got anything?"

In the face of Sam's urgency, Anya was calm almost resigned staring back at her. She said, "We know, Sam."

The Lieutenant strained to make sense of her simple statement. _Know where The Pit is?_ Anya's steely stare hinted at a much graver fact.

"I thought you started this because you saw an injustice—an opportunity to bring the UNSC down," Anya continued in the same methodical tone.

"I did," Sam promised her all too eagerly, quick to ease her misinterpretations. "That hasn't changed. Nothing's changed."

"You just wanted someone to blame," the redhead surmised like Sam hadn't spoken.

She grew quiet, staring at Anya in nothing short of alarm.

"You want everyone to think you hate the UNSC, but really you hate yourself."

"Stop," Sam pleaded in one tremulous breath, confused why Anya would attack her like this and hurt above all by the truth underlining her words.

"You don't want anyone to see what you are, what you've always been," she persisted with a cool anger capable of burning Sam to the bone. "A coward."

"Shut up."

"You left your sister behind. The only family you had left." The disgust in her eyes broke Sam.

"Shut up!" she screamed reaching for Anya's throat to silence her before another venomous word could snake out of her mouth. Instead Sam felt firm fingers curling around her wrists and holding her impotent. She struggled vainly, finding herself in the midst of her fight twisting on the thin cot and at last awake as she grappled with John. Seeing him shocked her out of her cruel dream, but her heart continued racing a marathon in her chest. A cold sweat dampened her brow. Her breath trembled from her lungs. All at once she went limp, surrendering to reality, and John released her arms to fall to either side of her. She lay there staring vacantly at the bottom of the bunk above her for infinite minutes.

When the mattress depressed near her feet to signal the Spartan had taken a seat, Sam managed to ask, "Do I look like charity to you?"

Her voice was sharp but stripped of its ferocity and not nearly enough to make John stand down. "No," he answered plainly.

She swallowed unable to tear her heavy eyes away from the bunk above her and countered, "Then leave me alone."

"I can't," he replied without even considering her request. He'd seen her crumble, knew what lay behind her armored façade, and didn't hesitate when faced with her nosedive. "I need your help."

He managed to disarm with only four words yet again; it underlined how utterly useless she felt. Slowly she twisted her head so that she could angle her gaze down at him. "What?"

"I have to protect the Spartans. I need you to do that," he replied in the same steady tone. He turned to offer her a frank look, adding, "You escaped capture, but your team's still waiting for you to come back, Sam."

She snorted bitterly and considered the bunk above her to avoid his pointed honesty. Some hero he was always showing up at the perfect moment to jab his finger in her weak points. But this scenario rang too close to the nightmare she'd awoken from where the truth sent her spiraling into a rage, and so she bit back her frustration, pretending she was wise enough to take his hint. She wasn't graceful about it, but she tried, saying, "I'm back. I just…"

"What?" he prompted.

He'd stared unflinching into the ugliest corners of her life, but Sam still couldn't finish the sentence aloud. It required a deeper level to their relationship, an admission that in some way she needed him, and Sam hadn't allowed anyone near her since she let Sasha go. Sasha was the only one then who could derail her so completely. That was the thing about blood: It was thicker than water and better fit to drown you. Sam couldn't go under right now, so she held it off a while longer.

"Nothing," she lied, sat up ignoring the flare of pain ricocheting through her, and found John's gaze waiting for her. "I'm back."

John surveyed her momentarily to be sure her resolve was unwavering before he abandoned his seat and assumed his full height in the squashed quarters. "Take a minute," he offered next, bending his head to look back at the lieutenant. "Fred's got news. We'll be in the meeting room."

"Got it." Sam was bent over stretching out the sore angles of her back and massaging blindly at her ribs.

For some reason, the Master Chief didn't leave like his stance suggested. He hesitated looking back at Sam, watching her work the strength back into her battered body. He admitted all at once, "I looked at your file."

Sam stalled in her awkward position and twisted her head to glance up at the Spartan donning a twisted, at once hurt and unimpressed look. "Now you believe me?"

"I wanted to see for myself," he lied. In the face of her honesty, he had gathered a nasty habit of hiding his own. Secrecy was a cover and a crutch. He evaded his own conscience and redirected, "If you release the files, you'll be exposed. Sasha too."

"I know." Sam exhaled, and with her breath, her shoulders fell into place though her back remained hollowed out. "I wanted to retire after this anyway, and Sasha… I thought she had fallen with Reach until I read her file. I never anticipated she'd still be alive."

"She's your sister, Sam. And those are my friends, my family. You're talking about risking their lives by revealing them."

"We're not the ones you should be afraid of." Finally the Lieutenant found her way to her feet and regained her determination. "Even if I keep the files hidden, the Spartans aren't safe anymore, John. You know that."

"If we stop them—"

"—then what? Then you'll go back to the front lines like it was a bad dream? There's no going back, not anymore."

John pointedly didn't say anything. This much he had already discovered on his own, but hearing her made it real. _This is the end…_

"I'm sorry, John."

She had stepped forward to be in line with him, so that neither strained to look down or up at the other. He felt her small hand cup the back of his arm and squeeze even as she kept her gaze tangled in his to show her sincerity. He understood, _…the end of me._ The hand on his arm felt heavier and warmer. He couldn't remember the last time someone had touched him removed of his armor. It was a peculiar realization, remembering the touch of someone else.

"We shouldn't keep them waiting," she said softly seeming to sense how deep his thoughts ran without knowing their content and released him to step forward.

Suddenly his hand darted after her and curled around her wrist holding her in place.

Sam glanced back at him, face open in surprise and confusion. She searched his features trying to unravel the unusual expression housed in them.

She didn't pull away, and so he considered the weight of her thin wrist and how easily it disappeared in his grip. Something he could have broken without hesitation. The scabbed cut on her lip, the yellow and purple halo around her eye, the other odd scrapes and bruises all reminded him that she wasn't a Spartan. Spartans never die, and she was easily destructible; but she was also perseverant, tenacious, and strong-spirited. She'd escaped what no Spartan had. _What are you?_

"John?" She continued staring up at him awaiting his explanation and completely ignorant to his thoughts.

_A rebel, a leader, a sister, a survivor,_ he listed off her titles, but none of them answered his question. John brushed aside his strange fascination with the woman and lifted her arm to expose the left side of her ribs. "Ice them," he said before releasing her wrist to step around her and head off toward the meeting.

Left behind as clueless as ever, Sam remained in that position frozen in a permanently perplexed look. Eventually she managed to turn her head, gaze down at her bruised ribs, and wonder at the Master Chief's bizarre exit, "What the hell was that about?"

Her arm dropped to her side as she abandoned this subject, making her wince when it hit a little too firmly, and she followed in John's footsteps. The lingering drowsiness settling in her bones told her she needed coffee. The headache rousing behind her eyes said she needed water and real food. The stiffness of her joints and aches echoing all over asked for more medicine. "Later," she muttered under her breath.

"Looking for your boyfriend?"

Sam was so preoccupied taking stock of her battered self that she missed Takeda propped up against one side of the corridor outside their meeting place. She visibly startled, recognized him, and assumed an exhausted, pissed expression. Sweeping her hand grandly toward the adjoining room, she said, "There's a meeting," and turned to join the rest of her team.

"Quinn."

His raw tone caught her attention, and she slowly looked over her shoulder back at the man. His handsome features had hardened to a dense look, struggling to contain the emotion from rolling across them, and Sam blanched.

"Don't," she said sharply. _I've handled enough emotional baggage for one day_.

Before she could turn from him again, Hiro blocked her path so that he was unavoidable.

Sam reluctantly found his gaze.

"I'm glad you're ok," Takeda said more earnestly than Sam thought the man could handle.

It cut through her frustration in one fell swoop, and she offered him a weary smile. "Yeah?" She cupped the side of his face and smacked him lightly. "Then watch your mouth."

They both walked into the room at that point taking in the space and the members of their team scattered around the table in the center. At the opposite side, one burly Spartan in particular glanced up at their entry, and Hiro muttered over Sam's shoulder, "It's not the size that counts."

"Hm." Sam looked back at Takeda behind her, allowing her gaze to survey the length of him like a purveyor from toe to nose, ending at his eyes and countering, "Keep telling yourself that."

Hiro's solemn features lit with a wolfish grin, somehow managing to look at once childish and perverse. "It's good to have you back."

Sam laughed and covered her smile with her fist poorly trying to keep her cool. When she saw Anya step forward from one corner of the room, Sam's mood abruptly shifted at the memory of her dream. She recalled their predicament, and it stole her smile without a fight. Sobered of her momentary distraction, Sam crossed her arms over her chest and waited to hear their next move.

"They're the last two," Boone reported to Fred from the head of the table. Apparently Fred had a fan; Sam was almost jealous.

"The files recovered from the Ivanoff gave us a detailed but incomplete look at the mission," Fred explained, but the faces that answered him suggested he was preaching to the choir. They knew all too well how difficult it had been searching for The Pit since they each took their turn multiple times over. The Spartan continued, "But I found a lead. There is one photo that I believe was taken at The Pit." He pulled said photo up for the group to view. By all appearances, it looked like a random photo of terrain. Night over a field with desert dunes in the background. "I enhanced the photo to look at the background and was able to map out a few stars." The photo likewise zoomed and cropped to the reveal the small, insignificant specks in the background. "Based on those stars, I estimated size, distance, and location; I narrowed The Pit down to a few possibilities, and of those, I picked what I think is the most probable location."

The team jointly watched Fred's research unfolding on the holographic screen between them without uttering a word.

Hiro was the first to break their pensive silence, "Points for innovation... But how do we know that picture was even of The Pit? And your process—I mean—it's a guessing game."

"It's impossible to confirm until we go to the locale," Fred admitted while still holding his ground. "But I've seen this technique successfully used before. Once we get to the system, the estimates will be more accurate. It's not perfect, but it's the only lead we have."

"We haven't found anything else," Boone agreed at Fred's right and seemed impressed or relieved to have another hand gathering intelligence.

"The whole UNSC is looking for us," Anya said next. "We can't exactly go around doing recon on some possible locations until we find the right one."

"We're not safe here either," John countered. "Sitting ducks is worse than if we keep moving."

"We're talking about approaching, infiltrating, and exploring a top-secret UNSC base when our faces are everywhere. I bet they're on high alert expecting us," Cassidy said incredulously.

"We need to think about fuel," Rodriguez contributed, changing the topic of conversation without warning to everyone's surprise. "Our supplies took a hit from all the emergency jumps."

In particular Sam's attention caught, and she wondered how he hadn't brought this to her sooner. To her chagrin it underlined that she had been out of commission since she returned from capture. She kept her tone neutral as she asked, "How serious?"

Rodriguez's eyes oscillated to his lieutenant, and he answered, "Depends how far you want to go." Sam's gaze narrowed, making the mechanic estimate, "One, maybe two more jumps."

Those few words effectively silenced the room for tense seconds.

"Quinn," Hiro started up the conversation again, "if we jump to The Pit or whatever this locale is, we could be stranded. We need to head back to base, refuel, restock. We can get more manpower."

"Not a good idea," John intervened. "The UNSC has spies among the Insurrectionists. Once they get word where you are, they're going to hit hard. They'll take all your intel, and everything up to this point will be for nothing."

"We're talking about a suicide mission! If we go to this location, we might never go home," Green realized, her bloodshot blue eyes looking even more wild at this revelation.

"You accepted that possibility the minute you stepped onto this ship," Sam responded calmly. Her words cut through the growing apprehension before it could gain any more traction, and all eyes turned to the young rebel lieutenant. "I didn't make any promises to you—except for one. I told you I would take it to the end, and I would burn it down." Her attention vacillated from face to face as she spoke. "If we miss this shot, we'll never get it again. They know we took intel on Operation: VIS. They could already be destroying evidence The Pit ever existed." At last Sam considered the photo floating mid air in the center of them and pointed it out. "We have to find it. It's the last piece. Once we get that, we can take them down."

The team was all silent eyes around her acclimating to the very likely reality that none of them would walk away from this. Sam avoided the idea that she was suited to delivering unwelcome news.

"How should we approach?" Sam asked Fred, and slowly her team began refocusing their attentions on the task at hand, more solemn and sober eyed than she'd ever seen them. She likewise tried to keep herself concentrated on their strategy rather than the implications of what she was asking of her team. If they pieced together the whole puzzle, they'd finally be able to end this all—at least that was what she kept promising herself.

* * *
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	13. Long & Lost

Chapter 13  
>"Long &amp; Lost"<p>

"_The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places__." – Earnest Hemingway, __A Farewell to Arms_

**Insurrectionist **_**Otrera**_**, 0335 hours  
><strong>**Undisclosed location  
><strong>**Nine days after 'Augusta incident'**

Over the course of John's life, people fell into three categories: higher-ranking officers who he obeyed, other soldiers who he helped, and threats that he neutralized. There was little opportunity if any for grey area. For four decades he had enjoyed the certainty of knowing exactly who he was and where he stood in the pecking order. Then, within nine days, John's world turned on its head, and the whole order of things shattered.

Cortana had once asked him which among them was the machine. He knew his limitations now and would assure her that the Master Chief was just a man. He'd been fooled into thinking he was something greater, but for all his super abilities, he was flawed. He hated calculus. He was not especially articulate. Strategy for him was often a spur of the moment plan crafted mid-fight. He could perfectly disassemble a pistol in seconds, but he knew nothing about settling into a place, growing roots, or finding a rhythm to life. Solitude was his constant; his friends were few and far between, and the closest among them hadn't even been human. He wondered what Cortana would say to see him stand with his enemy, or worse, to see him protect her.

"You should stay on ship with Rodriguez and Helling," John said.

The rebel was currently doubled over in the armory of the _Otrera _sorting through their explosive inventory. Without even bothering to look at him, Sam answered, "Not a chance."

"Fred's with us now," the Spartan reminded her, suggesting by effect that she had been replaced.

Sam smirked humorlessly at the insinuation. "He's bigger than me, stronger too," she acknowledged. "But he doesn't change anything."

"You're hurt."

Twisting her face from him, she hid the grimace as she straightened but didn't refute his latest attempt to sideline her—at least not aloud. _So what? My team won't go it alone._

John had lost his patience watching her poorly hide her pain behind a tough mask. In his eyes, Sam was determined to walk into a death trap, and he didn't much care to stand aside and watch another friend become a martyr. Without warning he gripped her wrist, twisted her arm, and thrust it up behind her back. The torque extended deep into her left shoulder and down to her ribs so that Sam emitted a sharp gasp as her knee buckled under the acute pain. John released her in the next second, frowning at how her face screwed up and how she clumsily gathered herself together.

"You're not ready to fight," he said.

She cradled her ribs and felt the whole left side of her waist seize up. Exhaling hotly, she replied, "I don't need your permission."

He could have pinpointed every weak, injured part of her until she was crumpled on the floor, but by this time, John was convinced she'd drag herself out of the room after them all the same. The frustration was building under his calm front, visible in the lines of his furrowed brow, but he kept his voice even when he returned, "We can't lose you again."

Sam carefully straightened herself to stand, even as the muscles on her left side stretched sharply in protest. "I'm not going anywhere," she answered him, "except on mission with the rest of my team."

"Don't do this, Sam."

Her eyes turned up to the Master Chief, blazing with the untamed fight in her, but seeing his hooded expression made her pause. The intensity behind his gaze confused her, almost making her mistake it for something she couldn't accept. "What's with you, huh? Is it pity? Do you feel sorry for me?"

"No," he replied.

"Then what? You've been shadowing me ever since I got back. What is it?"

John grew silent.

"What?" she snapped at him like he were belittling her in that one look. "What do you want?"

"When I was in training, I wasn't that great at making friends," he told her. At odds with her rising aggravation, the Master Chief stilled both motionless and charged packing each potent word with everything he didn't show. "Then I met Sam. He was a brother to me, or at least the closest thing I ever had to one. We always had each other's back. But on one mission, we infiltrated a Covenant ship and met some heavy fire. Sam took a hit for me, and we were able to walk away because he sacrificed himself to protect the rest of us." John's gaze bore a hole through Sam sharper than a bullet. "He was the first friend I lost in war."

"John—"

"I want you to stand down this one time," he interrupted unfazed. "You don't need to die to prove your point."

His candor cut through her excuses before she could even spin them. In turn, Sam stared up at him disarmed and tongue-tied. To her chagrin he'd studied her weaknesses and made an art of outmaneuvering her. She doubted he meant to be so ruthless, but the sacrifice of her sister felt raw still, too raw to have him guilt her with his stories of loss.

"I'm sorry..." she said when she could regain her senses enough to form a response. He'd lost friends. She'd lost family. When did it end? _Soon_, she told herself, all the while understanding it would take a final sacrifice. So long as they were both alive, this would never be over. She knew that and was certain John did too: maybe that was why he was so determined to protect her. "You've got a hero complex," she continued, "but you can't save everyone, John."

His jaw set like concrete into a sharp line, but it only accented how he fought to shield his inner thoughts. Sam knew that look. She unconsciously reached up to touch his face where stubble pricked at her fingers and the first signs of a beard began to mask the scars riddling his skin. She swore she saw a tremor just under the surface. _Maybe in the next life time_, she thought to herself and found his gaze again as heavy and piercing as she had left it.

"Don't go quietly."

She almost startled when he spoke considering how still he was, but the cracks in his foundation were beginning to show.

"You scare them, Sam," he continued, "because you make noise. Don't make it easy for them."

_I didn't know you were such a pessimist, John_, she mused sensing that in his own way he was preparing both of them for final round. "I won't go down easily. I've got the Master Chief watching my six," she told him.

John warned her, "I left him with my armor."

Sam let her attention switch between his eyes like she could see the fabric that made John and all the intricate threads of lives he had touched or paths he had crossed or times he had stared death in the face unafraid. She saw it all, and seeing it made her realize his armor was gone—that he had turned his back on the fight.

"When I imagined the Master Chief, I thought he was a hero because he was strong, brave, invincible. I thought he was the perfect soldier." She wet her chapped lips and said, "Now I know that he is a hero because he's weak, because he doubts himself, because he doesn't always know the outcome, but he fights anyway… He overcomes."

Those powerful words hung in the air between them, too dense to evaporate quickly. They seeped into his skin, and gradually John shed his pensive, brooding mood and regained his purpose in its place. He stood taller, breathing in to fill his chest, and the strength flowed out from his lungs down his arms and legs to the tips of his fingers even. He felt reborn, unarmed but ready to face his enemy. In the void left by her words, something sparked to life between them, but it was so new and fragile that it broke when Boone strode into the room.

The intelligence officer halted mid-stride and glanced from Sam to John in question like he had caught the tail end of a conversation. "Sorry," he muttered awkwardly, "did I interrupt?"

"No," Sam answered and finally looked away from the Master Chief; she first considered her shoes, then Noah. "What do you need?"

Boone was all too aware that the Spartan continued staring at Sam even as she ignored him, and Noah followed suit. Clearing his throat uncomfortably, he replied, "We-uh-mapped out a flight path. Me and Rodriguez got the navigation sorted as much as we could mid-space. We shouldn't have any issues with the jump."

"How soon can we leave?" she asked.

"Within the hour."

"Good. Tell the rest of the team. Let's not get too comfortable. We don't know what we're jumping into."

"Aye, Lieutenant," Boone agreed and left them to carry out his orders but not before he added a tab to one of his mental files. He had a knack for uncovering secrets, and he was sharp enough to realize he'd discovered something brewing in the armory.

Without her subordinate to distract her, Sam returned to the conversation at hand. John's gaze was still fixated on her but not intimidating or overpowering despite that potent Spartan stare. He looked at her like it was the first time he'd ever seen her. She didn't know what to do with that.

"I'm not backing down, so don't ask me again," she finished their conversation succinctly and walked out of the armory on Boone's heels.

O O O

_**Otrera**_**, 0803 hours  
><strong>**Approaching RJÚFA Base, Jötunn  
><strong>**Muspelheim System**

The Muspelheim System was on the outer reaches of UNSC-controlled space and had avoided significant damages during the Human-Covenant War but had never since been officially re-inhabited. It housed one gas giant, Surtr, and its eight moons, and a much smaller terrestrial planet Jötunn. Here, Fred had instructed the Insurrectionist team, they would find RJÚFA Base and The Pit based on his calculations. While the jump to the Muspelheim system was a gamble exhausting their fuel supplies, no sooner did they arrive than Fred confirmed that the star patterns matched. They found their target, but the team wasn't ecstatic. They filtered in and out of the bridge to see with their own eyes what the end looked like. Jotünn appeared conspicuously normal orbiting not far off.

Sam tried to tether their attentions on the next immediate concern: approaching Jötunn without detection in a faulty stealth ship.

"If we make it away from this," Boone muttered bent over a console in the bridge, "I'm going to look up the bastards that restored this ship… and kill them." Sweat beaded along his brow, his short brown hair stuck out like a porcupine, and his blue eyes seemed permanently red-rimmed from lack of sleep.

"Count me in," Rodriguez agreed, slouching against a wall nearby with his tool kit ready at his feet.

Between both men, the _Otrera_ had made it to all its destinations but not without consequences. The system was overloaded with each jump until simple commands took far too much manual input to process, electrical surges throughout the ship had fried parts of the wiring, and there was no telling the extent of the damage or whether the ship would be able to get them home even if they found fuel. Simply, they were between a rock and a hard place.

"Can you land it?" Sam asked Hiro who was watching over Boone's shoulder and pensively chewing on his toothpick while monitoring the officer's work.

Takeda caught her eye, roughed up his black hair, and exhaled heavily. "Sure. If you count crashing as landing."

"Shit…" She planted her hands on her hips and tried to rein in her frustration. "If we take the pelican, we lose the element of surprise. They'll see us coming from a mile away."

"Not if they're distracted," John offered causing the team to remember his presence. Then again he was never far off.

"What are you suggesting?" Sam asked.

"The _Otrera_ can draw their fire," he explained. "We'll land farther away. Trek to the base."

Rodriguez stepped forward without warning, an incredulous look strewn across his features, and he countered, "We're going to take some heavy fire, man. You think we can do much evasive action in this?" He laughed humorlessly to himself and shook his head. "Our supplies are shit. We're running on fumes. But hey, shoot a couple of missiles our way. Maybe some laser cannons too. We'll take the fire. So long as you fucking Spartans make it."

"Rodriguez," Sam snapped sharply.

"We're talking about what's best for the team," Fred intervened. "We have to complete the mission."

The mechanic continued his cynical chuckle now pacing restlessly in the few feet of space he mapped out for himself. He turned to the Spartan Lieutenant and said, "Then you stay on ship and draw their fire!"

"That's enough," Sam tried again to calm the mechanic before he flew off the handle in the middle of the bridge. "We all want to get out of here alive, Rodriguez. No one's telling you to go on a suicide mission."

"Man up, Rodriguez," Boone grumbled angrily considering they were all in the same boat.

The mechanic's attention spun in search of the speaker, mistaking it for Takeda who was standing behind Noah. Target in sight, he narrowed the distance, scoffing, "Lieutenant's talking about going kamikaze. Isn't that your shit, pretty boy?"

Takeda rolled his jaw taking his toothpick with it but said nothing.

"You're half up her ass. You want to show what a big man you are, then you pilot the fucking ship!"

Rodriguez was near foaming at the mouth, spitting with every word he spoke, but Hiro calmly plucked the toothpick from between his teeth and slid it above his ear. "'Kamikaze,'" he repeated while chuckling under his breath. "That's funny because I'm Japanese, right?" He eased up to the mechanic all the while smirking in amusement. Then in a flash his hand darted forward, there was a distinct snap, and Rodriguez recoiled holding his bleeding nose. Takeda lunged after him, growling, "Racist fucker!", but Fred had already caught him under his arms and held the back of his neck where he was paralyzed.

Rodriguez likewise made for Hiro, but John pointedly stepped in the way.

Takeda struggled fruitlessly in Fred's lock before huffing, "I'm done." He held his hands up to show his concession, while Rodriguez kept barking insults around the Master Chief.

"I'll do it."

Her voice was lost in the fray continuing inside the cramped bridge.

"I said I'll do it," Anya spoke up louder to be heard over everyone else. "I'll stay on the ship with Hell and draw their fire."

As her words resonated in the room, everyone stopped and turned to the sharp shooter.

She could see the concern clouding their faces that the youngest member of their team would offer herself up like a lamb to the slaughter, and those expressions doubled her determination. "Wake up! None of us are going home. We just have to stay alive long enough to help them get the intel and transmit it," she snapped before shrugging. "After that, we're all dead."

"Anya…" Sam stepped forward reaching out to take the redhead's elbow and redirect her, but the Lieutenant never got the chance.

Without warning the control panels screamed to life with various alarms, a warning that came all too late as it turned out. The _Otrera_ reverberated violently from a hit so powerful and unexpected that the team was thrown. Sam flew across the room into a wall knocking the air out of her. She was too stunned to react when she saw the Spartan Master Chief sliding after her. Her eyes screwed closed anticipating the collision, but John caught himself. His palm slammed into the wall inches from Sam's head sending the thud echoing inside her brain. Her eyes burst open to stare at him pale-faced and shocked, sharing a brief moment of mutual confusion, before her training kicked in.

"Battle stations!"

John rebounded off the wall jumping in front of one of the consoles and rapidly locating their enemy. The rest of the team scrambled to their feet and scattered throughout the ship to their stations.

"We're taking fire! Let's go!" Sam shouted while the _Otrera _continued shuddering with each hit; their shield wouldn't last much longer. She grasped onto the back of John's seat to steady herself but couldn't find her footing.

"Enemy ship approaching," Takeda confirmed as he pulled up a visual of the ship onto the main screen.

"UNSC?" Sam asked.

"I don't know," he muttered scrambling to keep his hands steady amid the unending siege.

"It's a prowler," John said. "Must be ONI."

"Shields at 67%," Anya reported.

The color was draining from Sam's cheeks, and a thin, white halo traced her lips. "We need to move. Let's go, Takeda!"

"Engines aren't responding!"

"Shields at 50%," Anya pressed. "Taking heavy fire on the port side, Lieutenant."

"We need cover fire," Sam pressed. "Where are Hell and Rodriguez?"

"Helling and Rodriguez aren't in position yet," John answered. "Fred's on the rail turret."

"Takeda!"

"I'm working on it!" he snapped back.

Painfully long seconds passed where Sam didn't dare to breathe. Instead, she watched Jotünn near close enough that she could appreciate its mass, slowly spinning to display the colors of its terrain.

"Engines are on!" Takeda said, and on cue, the thrusters kicked in.

"Takeda, no!" Sam yelled as she realized their paramount misstep too late: the enemy fire had changed their trajectory.

A firm tug yanked the _Otrera_ closer to Jotünn like someone had pulled the rug out from under them, and no sooner did that initial jolt shudder through the ship than the prowler moved in to finish the job. Despite their return fire, the prowler had the element of surprise and the unwanted help of Jotünn's gravity sucking the _Ortrera_ through the atmosphere.

"Shields at 24%," Anya reported somewhere in the midst.

Sam was faintly aware that John pushed Takeda out of the pilot's seat and assumed the controls for the _Otrera_. Alarms screamed to life within the ship eliciting delayed warnings as they hurtled toward Jotünn's surface.

"We have to pull up," Sam yelled to be heard over the fall.

"Not yet," John answered and intentionally used the gravitational pull and their deteriorating thrusters to outrun the prowler.

"We can't make impact at this speed!"

"We won't."

Sam stared at his calm front in utter bewilderment. Another well-aimed hit from the prowler jostled through the ship, and Sam's knees almost buckled.

"Shields at 11% and failing fast," Anya alerted the team.

Her warning compounded with the view of Jotünn's terrain fast approaching. "John," Sam said, "pull up."

The Spartan ignored her command. Another hit from the prowler rumbled ominously at their backs.

"John, pull up!"

"Shields at 6%, Lieutenant!"

All at once, Sam lunged at John reaching past him to access the ship's controls herself when at the last second her grip faltered, and she was almost lifted into the ground as the _Otrera_ dropped. Her fingers hooked onto the edge of John's seat to hold steady as gravity gripped them, and she fell back toward the ground. Her head bobbed up last to see the _Otrera_ mowing down trees.

"Prowler's still on our six," Takeda warned.

"Shields are almost gone," Anya added through a shaky voice.

"_We've got a problem!_" Rodriguez's voice yelled through the intercom.

Her team was crumbling like the _Otrera_'s exoskeleton being torn away hunks and pieces at a time. Only John remained calm where he sat manning their steady descent into hell.

"All hands brace for impact," he reported over the intercom, and Sam only then realized his intent. This was no water landing; the Master Chief would intentionally crash the ship.

She stumbled to an emergency seat off the bridge and strapped herself into place. She had enough time to start a prayer to a nameless deity before impact. That roar was so intense that Sam's senses were overwhelmed and suspended. It felt like she'd survived an earthquake, and the numb silence began to fade as the dust settled. Then the screaming set in, but Sam realized it wasn't her. She lifted her head and expected to see the carnage of the _Otrera_ torn in two. Alarms were screeching. Her instincts kicked in before her mind even processed her surroundings. She began wrenching at the buckle holding the straps in place. Though her instincts were sharp—enough to hear her team engaging in combat not far off—her hands felt clumsy. It took precious time to unlatch, so that she could stand and stumble through the mangled ship. The last of their shields had buffered the impact but not enough. They dug a deep hole into Jotünn's surface. The bottom of the _Otrera_ was torn off. Other fragments were missing, but Sam didn't have time to ponder where the left wing had gone.

"Enemies approaching!"

She recognized the Spartan Lieutenant's voice, but it took her much longer to adjust her eyes to the bright sunlight outside the ship and locate the blue armor standing meters away. If their crash landing had accomplished anything, it had surprised the soldiers on this top-secret base. Stepping from their destroyed stealth craft and onto the alien terrain of Jotünn felt like entering some bizarre nightmare. They needed to move for cover. Fred had already disappeared from sight, though Sam could hear the faint echo of gunshots not far off and fast approaching. She was unarmed she realized all too late.

"Sam!"

The Master Chief was a shadow against the sun when he materialized ahead of her. He had a Battle Rifle tucked under one arm; his other hand motioned forcefully toward a building a few meters away.

Sam almost fell over her numb feet when she began running. Enemy vehicles crowned the top of a hill to her left. There was an explosion that she took to signal Fred covering their retreat. Her whole attention focused on the outline of John's brawn ahead now engaged in battle and taking shots at the soldiers approaching. Then her foot caught on the rocky terrain, and she pummeled inelegantly into the ground. The dirt peeled away at her palms and shoulder when she tumbled forward. Before she could rebound, she felt a large hand grip her bicep and rip her up from the ground.

"Let's go, Sam!" John barked at her, and she scarcely had time to find his piercing blue eyes before she obediently took off running again. John remained at her side perhaps anticipating another graceless tumble and provided cover to their joint retreat.

At last Sam could spot the door to the building ajar and picked up her pace to reach it. When she leapt through the threshold, John closed the door behind them. The interior assaulted her with a rush of cold air to nip at her flushed cheeks, and Sam stared down at the stairs leading deeper into the structure. John took point without question, Battle Rifle nestled firmly in his shoulder, and guided them down the stairs and through another door at the bottom. He cleared that short hallway only to press on, but Sam hesitated behind glancing over her shoulder at the first door at the top of the stairs and the sunlight filtering through its window. She could still hear the distant sounds of battle.

"Stay with me, Sam," John said sharply from ahead of her, and her attention focused on him once more.

Wordlessly, she filed in after him and stuck close to his back.

John grabbed a small lever to their right, pulled it down, and set off an alarm that caused a thicker, heavier emergency lock to close behind them. She wasn't sure how long that would keep the fight out, but John didn't seem as concerned. He took off ahead of her. Sam couldn't see around his broad back to know where he was guiding them or what lay ahead, but she tried not to look behind her anymore. Soon they found themselves at a corner where John stilled meaningfully. Sam flattened herself against the wall at his side, understanding without a word exchanged that he sensed something on the other side of that corner.

John charged around the corner and disappeared from her sight, but she never heard the shots to signal he'd engaged anyone. Cautiously, she peeked around the corner and felt a leaden exhale evaporate from her chest. There stood three of her team.

Hiro had drawn his pistol but had the clarity of mind not to shoot. His right forearm was badly mangled by what looked like electrical burns likely sustained in the crash. His black eyes swiveled from the Master Chief to Sam stepping around the corner, and he likewise indulged in a short sigh of relief as the pistol fell limp to his side.

Anya had already allowed her rifle to lower toward the floor though she maintained her combative stance looking less like the cool-headed Spartan she faced and more like a wild-eyed animal. Her copper hair stuck out in all directions. Blood, some dried and some coagulating still, trickled from a linear cut along her forehead.

Finally, Helling was propped up against one wall looking as shaky as a leaf where he struggled to keep his balance atop his good leg. Sam noted his grey shirt darkened in areas from his sweat but more noticeably stained red from a shot to his gut.

"Only way is down," Hiro spoke first.

Sam's brow knit unconsciously, but she didn't seem to recognize Hiro's voice. Instead, she wondered, "Where's Rodriguez?"

Helling bowed his head and almost lost his grip on the wall. "Gone," he muttered stiffly as he righted himself.

"Fred?" John asked next.

Hiro shook the damp black hair from his eyes. "Providing cover fire," he answered. "Lost sight of him when we ran."

"What about Cass? Boone?" Sam pressed likewise physically approaching the group.

This close, her gaze tangled with Hiro's, his heavier and denser. _I got them this far_, they seemed to tell Sam of the two other members he'd led to cover. The other two, Hiro confessed, "We thought they were behind us. I don't know if they made it in."

Sam swallowed heavily overwhelmed by the sudden absence of those key members of her team. Then there were five.

"We need to find a place to hunker down while we regroup," John decided. "Those locks won't keep them out for long."

Hiro finally tore his gaze away from Sam and motioned toward an elevator behind them. "There are no stairs," he explained.

"I'll go first," John decided, "and clear the area."

He approached the elevator and stepped inside. Without warning, Sam filed in beside him now holding Hiro's pistol. John granted her a disapproving look, but she caught his eyes, smirked humorlessly, and offered, "Someone has to watch your back."

The elevator doors closed, and the carriage slowly descended deeper into the complex. Likewise, Sam's attention fell to notice the material of John's shirt clumping and sticking to his left shoulder. All too late did she recognize, "You're hit."

John didn't respond. Rather, his stare remained fixed on the cool metal doors in front of them.

Sam reluctantly followed suit. When John assumed his combative stance with his rifle in his shoulder, Sam also bent her elbows and raised her pistol at the ready. The elevator slowed to a stop, and the doors parted to reveal a long corridor with various rooms sprouting off this main hallway. John and Sam cautiously stepped out, and John shot a reproachful look at a security camera overhead before considering the space in front of them.

They moved along the corridor and discovered soon that this facility was some sort of laboratory and weapons development facility. The machines reminded John briefly of when he was fourteen and strapped onto a cold medical examination table waiting for the doctors administer the biological drugs via numerous painful injections. He closed his eyes to drown that memory in the blackness behind his lids and continued clearing the floor with Sam.

They found mostly medical equipment and some scientists who were attempting to hide in a back room together. They jointly neutralized these individuals who posed little to no threat and took them as hostages. Sam sent the elevator back up for Hiro, Anya, and Helling to descend. The five were reunited only briefly before dispersing to attend to various tasks. Hiro was interrogating the hostages; Anya had found a table for Helling to lie on while she checked his bandages; John was hacking into one of the computers; and last, Sam made the rounds to assess everyone's wounds before gathering up medical supplies to treat each member.

She started with the easiest.

"Let's take care of your shoulder," she said, and only then did John glance up for the computer to Sam setting out some medical supplies nearby.

He looked at the wound in his shoulder next and seemed tempted to brush her off, but on second thought, he swung his seat her direction.

Sam took the hem of his shirt and tugged it up his sides, over his shoulders, and down his arms. She considered the wound, unconsciously gripping to his shoulder to better see the extent of the damage, and then her gaze found his briefly before looking away. She sanitized her hands, wincing at the sting of alcohol on her scratched palms, and she stiffened all at once. She recalled the tumble that caused these scrapes, John's presence at her side, how he provided cover her as she ran into the building… _Did you take that bullet for me?_ she wondered. The complicated emotions that thought unleashed in her belly made her restless.

"There's no exit wound," she said mechanically and grabbed some medical pliers. "You want something to bite down on?"

John assessed his own wound as well with a vague disconnect. "You should cut it," he deduced. "Wound's going to fill with blood… You need to make room so you can find the bullet."

"Right." Sam inhaled shakily and grabbed a scalpel she had found in order to splash some disinfectant on it. At last she turned to face him again, belly a swarm of uncomfortable emotions that grew agitated as she neared him, but her hands were steady when she cleaned the wound and the skin around it. Once her scalpel was in hand and pliers nearby, she asked, "Ready?"

Rather than answer, the Spartan eased his head to the side, opening up more space for Sam to work.

She exhaled slowly as she cut open the wound; despite the occasional mid-battle touch up, Sam was nothing near a doctor. She felt clumsy digging through the bloody wound, past his skin, his muscle, nearing the bone, to chase after the bullet. John didn't make a sound. At last, after what seemed like an hour of awkward digging, she felt the pliers grasp hold of the bullet and carefully pulled it out. Fresh blood trickled out of the wound and down his chest, though Sam quickly grabbed some gauze and applied pressure to the cut. It was in that moment of relief knowing she had retrieved the bullet that the uncomfortable churning in Sam's stomach began crawling up the back of her throat. Her eyes dimmed, so that she almost didn't notice how the world began to pitch.

"Woah, woah," John muttered as he caught before she could fall. Immediately she was seated in his place while he squatted down in front of her and extended one finger before her face. "Left. Right. Up. Down," he directed as he moved his hand. Her hazel eyes followed obediently. _No erratic eye movements_, he noted and cupped her face next, pushing her hair away to look for cuts or bumps. "Did you hit your head?"

Unable to locate the site of her injury, he considered her eyes at last still holding her face. He pushed a stray piece of hair from her forehead now covered in a damp sweat. The blood had fallen from her face, and her eyes seemed that much more intense amid her pale features. He didn't understand the gleam to them.

"You're bleeding," she said softly.

John glimpsed at his wound again where the blood was steadily trickling out and dismissed it without a second thought, "I'll take care of it." He looked at her again finding those eye gazing at him more densely than he had left them. "You might have a concussion, Sam."

"That's a good excuse."

He frowned. "Excuse for what?"

"This."

Her mouth cradled his top lip where a distant battle had left a small, white scar. He felt the heat of her breath more than the pressure of her lips. It was too soft and sweet for him to truly realize what she intended. That knock to the head might have granted her a wave of courage, but it affected her aim. She was already pulling away when he responded, curling one large hand behind her head to cradle her skull and hold her steady; he kissed her harder, deliberate where she had tried to hide behind her injury. He didn't need any excuses. He discovered she was soft under that tough front she had built up, and she breathed him in to borrow some of his courage. Her hands gripped his wrists first, then found his face, and her fingers and palms spread to try and hold as firmly as he did her. They kneaded the pressure between their brows, losing time even as they held tight to each other.

John heard the heavy footfalls approaching before Sam, and he reluctantly pulled away from her and disentangled her hands from his face. He allowed an indulgent, brief smile at the dazed expression Sam donned before he stood and considered Anya rushing into the room. This wasn't the time or place.

"They're here," the redhead relayed breathlessly.

Sam stiffened and bounded up to her feet.

Anya recognized the serious gazes, shut her eyes, and struggled to explain, "Lieutenant Fred found them."

Without hesitation, Sam pushed past John and rushed out into the main corridor where the Spartan in his blue armor was helping Boone limp down the hallway. Cassidy trailed behind them with her golden curls sprouting in all directions despite the red blood matting it down near her right temple.

"If I could get in," Fred warned John when he noticed his Spartan brother approaching, "it's not going to be long before they do."

"We're sitting ducks," Anya realized. "We don't have enough weapons to hold them off."

Boone groaned from Fred's side and winced against the blood trickling in his eye as he considered Sam. "Call Commander Castilla. We need to ask for back up."

"That won't help," John intervened with an omniscient glance at the young lieutenant. "Even if you convince Commander Castilla to send reinforcements, they're not going to get here in time."

"We can't just sit here!" Anya protested.

"No, we can't," Sam agreed, simultaneously unsettled by this turn of events but strengthened by the fact that only one choice remained. "Boone, what happened to the files?"

The intelligence officer bowed his head and shifted to stand uneasily atop his own two feet. "Lost with the ship as far as the UNSC's concerned…" He reached into a pocket on his shirt sleeve and pulled out a small drive, and his blue eyes considered Sam from under his brow where he narrowly hid an askew grin. "Luckily I made a copy. Just in case we needed a Hail Mary."

"So what?" Cassidy challenged at last, proving that she was still cognizant of the conversation happening in front of her despite her pallor. Her voice was worn, though, and hoarse enough that the words were gravelly in her throat. "We can't bargain with it. They'll just kill us and take it back."

"Yeah! We can barely put up a fight. Hell can't walk, and Boone's not much different…" Anya's lips flattened in a thin line, and she added softly, "No offense."

Boone shrugged and then winced in pain from such a small gesture.

"It's your call, Lieutenant," John said, and appropriately attentions fell to the Insurrectionist officer dwarfed beside the very man who was empowering her.

She stood taller in front of the battered remnants of her team and decided, "If we go down, we're taking them with us."

Some five minutes later, Sam was standing nervously in the center of a control room. She cleared her throat but couldn't push away the lump sitting heavy there, and she chanced a look at the Spartan Master Chief standing against the wall opposite her. As usual, his poker face didn't enlighten her as to his private thoughts. He must have known the decision she'd make, and she wondered briefly why he let her. After all, he'd warned her once that he'd do anything to protect the Spartans. Wasn't he going to stop her? Staring at him, she had the powerful sensation that it was a chance for her to prove herself to him, to show that she was strong enough to sacrifice her vengeance for the greater good. But she wasn't a Spartan like him; she was just a woman. _I'm sorry, John._

"You're on, Lieutenant," Boone told her from the computer he was sitting beside. Lucky for all of them, his hacking fingers hadn't been broken like other parts of his body.

Sam tore her gaze abruptly from John, looked into the camera facing her, and hesitated, taking stock of the weight of her decision. Finally, she found her voice and began, "My name is Sam Quinn. When I was six years old, my sister and I were inducted into the military SPARTAN-II Program. Unlike the previous Spartan class who were kidnapped from their homes, we were given a chance to avenge our families. We were trained to fight, defend, and kill enemies of the UNSC. I would have undergone numerous modifications and body augmentations like my sister did. I would have been transformed into a super soldier and died at age 14 in battle like my friends did… But I escaped.

"The UNSC can't be trusted. Not only did they use abducted children as guinea pigs for their war games, but they are now framing those same Spartans for rebellion—paving the way for their latest super soldiers who are little more than soulless action figures.

"How long will we allow this? How long will we train and modify children to fight our battles? How long will we obey a confederation that is sacrificing our families? We must stop them. I've recovered all the files on the Spartans and am now releasing them to the public.

"This is a call to arms. Fight for your freedom, for your children, for your family. Fight back."

* * *
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	14. Man Down

Chapter 14  
><span>"Man Down"

"_Only the dead have seen the end of war__." – Plato_

**RJÚFA Base, 0912 hours  
><strong>**Jötunn**_**, **_**Muspelheim System  
><strong>**Nine days after 'Augusta incident'**

"The elevator's the only way down," Fred explained as he relayed how he had infiltrated the emergency locks and managed to sneak Boone, Green, and himself into the facility.

"At least there's that," John muttered to himself. They may not have much ammo, guns, or armor, but at least they had stumbled on a strategist's dream to defend—like the Spartans from whom they got their namesake. This was their Battle of Thermopylae. He wasn't romantic enough to hope for a happier ending.

"Hey, Chief."

John looked up from his conversation with Fred to see Petty Officer Takeda standing in the threshold. He might have considered himself a better man, but his first thought was of Takeda's unrelenting crush on the woman John had kissed minutes before. He guessed Takeda had heard about the incident, and some red-blooded, petty piece of him answered Takeda's presence with a dominant impulse to square off his shoulders and assume his full height. The better part of John won out in the end so that his face set in a serious, stoic mask. _You don't have time for this bullshit_, he reminded himself.

"Can I have a word?" Hiro asked. In spite of the slim possibility that his unannounced presence and John's collision with Sam moments prior were coincidence, Hiro didn't present himself any differently.

John kept a firm tether on the lesser man in him, aware that Hiro would be the type to throw punches first and ask questions later if he felt insulted. This meant that it had to be something other than Sam. The Master Chief followed Hiro out in the hallway where the officer paused to offer an explanation.

"I found something that you'll want to see," he said.

John frowned pensively and waited for Takeda to continue.

Rather than answering his questioning gaze, Hiro guided John down the main corridor toward a room in the back left that was dedicated to weapons development. This was another potential saving grace of this location, John realized, but most of the weapons had been taken already and sold to various military branches or were still in development. Hiro led him past the general armory to a spot in the floor where a circular incision signaled something lay beneath. The officer squatted beside it, tapped in a code, and twisted what appeared to be a lock until it clicked into place.

Then a cylindrical tube emerged from the floor. It completed its final revolution and reveal its contents: matte, army green armor rested within it. John couldn't believe his eyes.

"One of the scientists said they brought it here after you left the _Infinity_," Hiro explained stiffly, seeming annoyed that he was the one to deliver good news to his competition. "They were testing it. Trying to imitate it."

John ran his fingers across the familiar, worn tag on the shoulder. _117_. He had an odd, sinking sensation of staring into a piece of him, and he recognized it in a way that was inexplicable, like two notes resonating the same frequency.

"That scientist says he knows how to help you get into it," he added not sparing a petulant look.

"Call him," John ordered without tearing his gaze from the armor and everything its appearance embodied. It was time for the Master Chief to wake up.

O O O

Sam tightened the chest plate into place but not without sparing a short gasp at the flare of pain in her ribs. Her team was fortunate to find some armor in the weapons development area of facility; the only caveat being that it was "test" armor meaning they were putting it to the test in combat without knowing how it would perform. The particular piece Sam had chosen was deceptively lightweight in a way that made her question its efficacy within seconds of donning it.

"Better than nothing," she assured herself and tugged at the armor to be sure it sat flush with her shoulders. One head shot, though, and she was done for. As the face of the transmission that revealed the UNSC's darkest secret and that was sent to all the media outlets Boone could access, Sam was certain she had the largest target on her—well, maybe second largest.

Movement at the corner of her eyes caught her attention, and she glanced over her shoulder at the figure approaching her. Her hands stilled amid their work while her gaze unashamedly appraised him from toe to nose.

"Master Chief," she called him as if it were the first time she had ever seen him. In fact, it was. Never before had she seen him in person donning his armor, and it transformed him. He was unavoidable, taller and broader if possible, like a mountain of a man. Yet he moved fluidly and effortlessly in a way that almost seemed more natural to him than his usual gait. At length, her eyes stretched up to find his exposed face for his helmet was tucked under his arm. The first thought to leave her lips was an errant one: "You look good in green."

John smirked at the awe in her eyes.

"How did you…?"

"They did me a favor," he replied with dry sarcasm. "Brought it here and kept it safe for me."

"Good," she murmured under her breath and looked down at her thin, seemingly flimsy chest plate to finish her adjustments. "You can make it out of here. If you get a chance, you and Fred should make a break for it."

"Hey," he bid her in a sharp way.

Sam realized he was closing in on her but didn't dare look at him until he spoke. Her head bobbed up to attention, barely recognizing how close John was until he curled his arm around her waist, hoisted her up against him, and bent to kiss her forehead. He took a helmet that she hadn't realized was in his other hand, placed it on her head, and carefully tightened the strap into place. Satisfied with its fit, John rapped his knuckles on the top.

"Don't lose your head, kid," he chided gently.

Sam's face quickly screwed into a look only she could manage, at once annoyed and charmed. "Just try to keep up, old man," she taunted in return.

He snorted lightly, though he looked less than amused when he muttered, "So damn determined to get yourself killed."

At the comment, her face relaxed and set in a serious expression much sobered of any flirtation. Her eyes brimmed instead with a rush of all the things she wished she knew how to say—an apology for betraying his trust and releasing the files, the wish that he would abandon her to face her fate alone, the very real desire to kiss him a second time…

"They need you out there," he interrupted her swarming thoughts like he could read the conflict in her eyes and granted her a reprieve from a complicated good-bye.

Sam wasn't gifted with the grace to bow out elegantly. "Promise me something," she blurted out.

John exhaled, his expression settling into a frown to warn her against what she was going to say before she spoke it.

Sam felt humbled by that look, by the wisdom of a man who'd parted ways too many times to romanticize good-byes. She realized she was shaking deep down in her belly, but she offered him a fleeting, tight smile. "When you get out of here, buy one of those golden retrievers for me… It's cheesy, but I always wanted one." She ducked her head before his omniscient gaze could make her feel any smaller and stepped around him to join her team outside.

In her wake, John stared at the void she left behind, hearing the responses just beyond the surface of his cool demeanor. It wasn't the time or place—it would never be. So long as he wore this armor, the Master Chief belonged to something greater than himself. Without it, he'd been tempted by the promise of a life after war. _When this is over_, she had blithely told him once, and he'd been grappling with how to finish that phrase ever since. _I've fought too long to play games_, he wanted to tell her, _so when this is over, I'll find you._ _I'll buy you a damn golden retriever and build you a fence to keep it in._ _I'll learn about roots and about settling down. I'll grow old._

John slipped on his helmet feeling it seal closed at his neck as the final lock between himself and everything else. The weight of his armor enveloped him. He recognized that heaviness hanging from his shoulders like an old familiar friend. In the end, he didn't tell Sam the only thing he could promise her: _This is over when I die._

The team took up position along the length of the main corridor, Fred and John created a first line in front of the elevator doors where they would engage the soldiers before the rest of the team. They needed to save their ammo, so Fred already had his combat knives drawn and at the ready. Anyone who made it past their initial attack would be divvied up among the rest of the team. Sam was the closest behind Fred opposite him, so that the Master Chief didn't need to turn his head to keep his eye on her.

The elevator was called to the floor above them, and Fred and John glanced at each other. Despite their helmets, they understood that they shared a mutual concern: They were funneled into a tight space with no alternate exit. It would be the ideal scenario for an explosive entrance. They could only hope that the hostages or the information stored down here were worth trying to salvage.

The doors parted, and Fred and John lunged into action. Their opponents were not the biologically augmented soldiers John had anticipated. Instead they were unassumingly normal, indistinguishable from any other soldier on base. Five of them funneled out of the elevator into the main corridor and were dwarfed under John and Fred's collective size bearing down on them. That juxtaposition caused John to hesitate rather than unleash the full force of his attack.

Fred had already engaged with one of the first soldiers to step out of the elevator. Despite the soldier's average size, his reflexes were sharp enough to match Fred's speed. The pair grappled in close combat; every one of Fred's attacks was evaded seamlessly or returned with a well-aimed shot from the soldier's pistol. Fred's shield shivered to life, flaring in response to every gunshot, and for one brief second it seemed the soldier might manage to outmaneuver the Spartan at least until his shield gave out; but his speed couldn't outmatch Fred's sheer power. In two moves, Fred drove one combat blade into the slender gap of the soldier's chest plate where it met at his side with such force that he was lifted off the ground. His next attack sliced open the soldier's throat, and Fred threw his opponent back into his comrades where they parted effortlessly to let his body hit the floor between them twitching and bleeding out. Another two soldiers stepped in without hesitation to take his place, and Fred effortlessly twisted the blade in his grip. His shield shimmered as it settled back into place around him.

A distinct snap resounded as John broke the neck of the soldier opposing him and watched his body fall limp to ground. Two shots hit his chest as the final two soldiers took aim. His shield flared to deflect the bullets, and John bound forward cornering them between the elevator's doors and himself. He faintly registered that the elevator had been called up to the ground floor. Unlike the previous soldier, this pair had shields that caused his hands slip when he tried to grab them. He withdrew his combat knife from his side. The soldiers alternated evading him and showering him in bullets. John cornered one aware that the other slipped under his arm to circle behind him. He heard gunshots in the corridor and realized that other soldier had made it past John and Fred to engage with the rest of the team. John moved in to neutralize this threat when the elevator arrived.

A blast erupted from its carriage before the doors could open. It burst from the inside out, and one of the doors collided with John throwing him back several meters from the force but also coincidentally catching the shrapnel from the blast. John threw off the door, rolled over his shoulder, and seamlessly found his feet under his again to assess the situation. The soldier he had been targeting was shredded by the explosion. Fred had been thrown, his shield gone from deflecting the blast, and the last remaining soldier loomed over him. He drew something from his waist neither a gun or a knife but some sort of medical apparatus and aimed for Fred's neck. Fred lifted his arm to catch the attack. The machine penetrated his armor at his forearm just as Fred's combat blade dug into the gap in the soldier's armor at his neck. His shield had likewise disappeared so that there was nothing to buffer Fred's attack. It made swift work of the soldier, and Fred threw him off only to growl as a spasm shuddered through him. He ripped the machine out of his arm and stumbled to his feet.

"You ok?" John asked from his side.

Fred's arm shuddered uncontrollably, and he grunted to signal the pain that accompanied such a small but significant reaction. He let his arm fall to his side and shook it before opening and closing his palm.

"What was that?" the Master Chief continued.

"I don't know," Fred answered at last while gazing down at his hand as if it were foreign to him. "It did something to my armor…"

At that moment, more soldiers rappelled down from the ground floor and through the open jaws where the elevator once stood. Fred passed on a quick warning, "Don't let it touch you," before assuming his fighting stance.

Rather than charging the next four soldiers who approached, John and Fred sat back searching each for a sign of that bizarre weapon. The soldiers opened fire, and the Spartans were forced into action, their shields lighting up the corridor in flickers and flashes. Once again some of the soldiers had shields while others didn't, so that some went down almost immediately but distracted the Spartans as others more perseverant attacked. John and Fred held them off, easily reverting into their training where they fed off the other.

John charged through their ranks, jumping and crushing one soldier under his feet when he landed. He ducked beneath the gunfire of another soldier, shot up, and drove his knife down on a man nearby. Fred sliced open the throat of the man closing in on John's six and rolled under John and another soldier who were engaged in combat. A soldier shot down at Fred who evaded the attack, leapt up to his feet, and sliced across the soldier's chest. The soldier stumbled backward from the force of Fred's offense, and the Spartan didn't hesitate to move on to his comrade at the soldier's side. John kicked the soldier in the chest with such force his shield flared and died, giving Fred the opening when he dove in and stabbed his knife through the man's armor and into his chest. John ducked another soldier's line of fire before grabbing the soldier by his helmet, crushing the metal in his grip, and throwing the soldier up into a wall nearby. The soldier rebounded from the impact and slumped unconscious to the floor.

They made quick work of their opponents, but despite their speed, they weren't immune to the shower of bullets. Fred's shield died all at once while grappling with the last soldier. The soldier lunged at Fred with that medical device in hand, but the soldier was torn away before he could make contact. Instead he twisted in John's grip and stabbed that device into John's shoulder. John snapped his neck, but the damage was done. It incidentally hit him on the same shoulder where he had been shot not even an hour earlier. The pain that rippled through his shoulder and upper back was immense and indescribable—something analogous to a burning electrical current made more intense by his wound. His armor compressed without his command squeezing the air out of his lungs, and it seemed far too long before John was able to shake off that sensation and regain control. Even in its wake, though, John experienced the weight of his armor was heavier; he felt slower; these were minute changes but enough by Spartan standards to make a difference.

The most dangerous effect that bizarre device had on them was that it somehow ate away at their shields, causing them to burn out faster. John only realized this when more of the soldiers rappelled down to their floor. Two were able to penetrate the line that Fred and John were trying to maintain and had begun engaging with the Innies behind them. John was forced to withdraw his Battle Rifle from his back and engage the successive waves. He was exchanging fire with some of soldiers when he noticed another soldier charging at him with that device; before he could twist to face that soldier, he was taken out with a head shot compliments of the Innie lieutenant not far off.

"Bomb!"

Fred's warning rang late. Two suicide bombers had rappelled down and pushed past their comrades deeper into the corridor. In a flash, Sam realized she was pinned down to the ground with such force her teeth rattled. John had thrown himself over her acting as a literal shield when the bombs exploded. She could feel the heat licking at her face no matter how he covered her and could taste the gunpowder in the air. John's shield gave out almost immediately from the close contact with the explosions, so that he bore the brunt of the blast. The explosions bit at his back and legs. He recognized that his Achilles' tendon had been torn at some point.

"Fall back," he barked at Sam who twisted and crawled further into the room. John remained at the door firing off round after round from his Battle Rifle.

The team had been split by the explosions and forced into adjoining rooms along the corridor. Still, John and Fred fought to regain the ground they had lost. Already the soldiers were swarming in seemingly constant waves. Bodies littered the floor. The team was overwhelmed and running low on ammo. Sam gave John her pistol when his Battle Rifle was emptied. They hadn't been able to police any weapons from their opponents, though John tried to edge out into the corridor. His shield died too quickly, a bullet hit him in the gut, and he ducked back behind the cover of the room.

He glanced at Sam who had nothing but his combat knife to protect her and said, "We need to fall back and join the rest of the team."

Sam nodded even knowing that would mean sacrificing their cover, pushing out into the hallway, and falling back in the hopes their team had maintained the line further back. Her gaze fell from the Master Chief to the doorway, and all at once her expression morphed. "John!"

The Spartan spun on his heels to face the onslaught of new opponents aiming for him. He took a shot to the chest at close range that instantly killed his shield before he was able to shoot the soldier in the head with his pistol. Another lunged at him, John took aim, but at that moment something strange stabbed John in the back of the neck right under his helmet. It was that device, but it penetrated the MJOLNIR's skeletal spine, so that current rushed through his whole suit. His armor ceased responding. He stumbled back into a wall and slid limply to the ground. The weight of his armor compressed around him without the electrical synapses to allow it to respond to his movements. It sat dense and unmovable. The sheer weight was crushing the air out of John's lungs. His breaths were more shallow and strained. His eyes were open, but a blackness had begun to fade the edges.

He saw Sam slice open the throat of the soldier who had attacked him from behind. She used his body like a shield to buffer the bullets his comrade pelted her with before throwing the body at him. The soldier dodged it and moved to engage Sam who had lunged at him. One hand on his pistol tore it away from her, and she stabbed down with the knife across his chest. His shield shivered to life. She stabbed up at his waist. His shield broke, and he twisted the arm that Sam was holding him with until a distinct sap resonated. Sam howled shortly and finally sliced open his throat like his comrade. The soldier shot Sam in the waist before he fell.

She briefly looked at the wound, then at her arm limp at her side and bent at an unusual angle, and rushed toward the Master Chief slumped over against the wall. She squatted next to him and commanded, "Wake up, John!" Her hand cupped his helmet and reached around to find the way to unlatch it and remove it. She wasn't strong enough one handed and growled, "C'mon. Just like before. I'll get you out of here."

_Go! Fall back! _John yelled at her, but he didn't know if the words left his lips. The black was slowly drowning him. The pressure on his chest had overcome him, so that he ceased breathing. Soon his eyes would fall, but he struggled to face her a while longer.

"I can't carry you," she said, and there were faint wisps on her cheeks from tears that had fallen. "Wake up!"

There was a gunshot from the doorway that hit Sam in the shoulder. She twisted instantly with John's pistol to return fire only to recognize that empty click that signaled she was out of ammo. Her arm fell limp with the pistol in it. Two shots hit her in the chest, and she fell back absently cradling her chest plate with her unbroken arm even as blood seeped out the sides.

John was staring at her. His arms and legs fought to reach her. His insides clawed for a way out. His eyes were falling shut. In his last moment, he saw a figure walk over to Sam, the soldier aimed his pistol at her head, and John's eyes fell when he heard the gunshot ring out.

Everything went black.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note<strong>: Two chapters in one week? Yeah, I feel pretty tough right now.I realize this chapter is shorter than my usual, but I can't help it if that's what feels right. Hmm... What will happen to John I wonder? (evil cackle)
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	15. Aftermath

Chapter 15  
>"Aftermath"<p>

"_After a certain age, every man is responsible for his face." – Albert Camus_

John awoke with the grace of a bull barreling into a china closet. All his muscles contracted forcefully, he sucked in a gust of air, and his eyes burst open to a scene he didn't recognize. A small but open space, all wood, with a fire crackling softly in one corner… A groan distracted him, and his gaze darted down to the woman sleeping next to him caught in his iron grip. He released her all at once and sat up stiffly in bed. _In bed… _he realized all too late looking down at his bare chest and boxers and the edge of a blanket still caught around his waist. _What… _His heartbeat hammered in his ears, his breaths were irregular, and his attention darted around the room unable to grasp his bearings. _What is this?_

"John."

He twisted sharply at the sound of his name to see the woman behind him had rolled her upper body open, allowing her head to turn and face him. Though her eyes were heavy with sleep, squinting against the muted fire's light, and her hair was randomly twisted on the pillow under her, he knew that face. "Sam."

She inhaled lazily, stretching out through the crown of her head to the tips of her toes, before forcing herself to sit up, but even so she was slow to shuck off sleep and eased her weight against his back for him to hold her up. "Again?" she wondered with eyes falling closed as she lay her head against his shoulder.

He didn't respond or move for fear she might evaporate into thin air if he so much as breathed.

Sam nestled her lips where her cheek had been and eased her head back to look at him. "How about some coffee?" Though he still didn't respond, she turned from him and began to stand on the opposite side of the bed.

"No." All at once he caught her wrist, terrified to move but even more so to let her out of his sights.

Rather than being alarmed by his desperate, haggard look, Sam smiled gently, twisted her wrist in his grip, and slipped her hand into his. She squeezed his fingers and nodded toward the door. "Go get some fresh air. I'll bring it to you in a minute." With that, her fingers slid from his grip, and he reluctantly released her though he couldn't bear to tear his eyes from her yet. She didn't seem to notice or mind as she slid her feet into a pair of slippers and headed off toward the open kitchen in one corner. Unlike the spunky lieutenant he knew, this woman was calm. Maybe it was that her hair wasn't pulled into its trademark ponytail and instead messily falling around her shoulders or that rather than her boyish clothes, she wore only an over-sized shirt. She looked softer. Humming under her breath, she filled up a kettle with some water and set it on the stove to boil before plucking a canister of coffee from an open self.

In the meantime, John managed to stand up and ease around the foot of the bed all the while keeping his gaze locked on her. _Is this a dream?_

Glancing over her shoulder, she caught his eye and smiled. "I'll bring it to you," she promised and tucked her hair behind her ear.

John stood still in the middle of the room wearing only his boxers and a perplexed expression. He had no desire to turn away from her, but it seemed dangerous too to continue acting this way. Reluctantly, he moved toward the door, pausing once to glance over his shoulder and watch her measuring the coffee into a French press. He swallowed thickly and moved out onto the front porch. The small cabin was enveloped in a forest. Unassuming, symmetrical lines of trees caught his attention, and he searched the darkness between them for any signs of movement.

"What the hell is this?" he muttered to himself and noticed then that a large Golden Retriever was sitting at his feet. They shared a dense, confused look before John squatted next to it and slid his hand along the dog's neck. It's soft, long hair spread between John's fingers. It felt real. _This is real?_

At that moment, Sam opened the door behind them with a robe added to her comfortable ensemble and two large mugs of coffee steaming against the cool night air. She caught the door with her toes and pulled it closed behind her. She then handed one mug to John and sat down on the top step. John exhaled a leaden breath and sat beside her.

"Do you remember where we are?" she asked quietly.

"Yes," he lied. _I'm not crazy_, he told himself. He'd just been confused. "I was dreaming about the fight," he began in an attempt to explain his odd behavior. "I thought you had…"

"I'm here. I'm real." She slipped her hand into his and squeezed firmly. "See?"

He met her gaze finding a peace in the calmness of her features; he believed the weight of her hand in his palm.

She laid her head against his shoulder, and he unconsciously rested his chin on her closing his eyes as he struggled to make sense of it. He inhaled her like he could breathe in the calmness of her presence, but he couldn't shake the tension knotting up his insides. Something was wrong. Something woke him. His eyes burst open and darted around the forest surrounding them, searching for the threat.

Ignorant to his thoughts, Sam slid down to lay back on the porch all the while holding tight to his hand. "You know what's funny?"

"What?" John asked mechanically.

"The more sleep I get, the sleepier I am," she answered through a yawn. "Used to, I survived on 4, maybe 5 hours a night, but now even 8 hours isn't enough. Maybe it's because it's so quiet here. I don't want to wake up."

Slowly her hand relaxed in his, and John tore his gaze away from the forest to look back at her, expecting that she had fallen asleep like her words suggested. Instead an icy alarm electrified him. Sam lay motionless on the porch, eyes ajar in a glassy vacant stare, and bullet holes riddled her chest.

"No, no, no…" Her blood was still warm when he cupped her wounds, added pressure, and tried to slow the bleeding. She'd already lost so much blood. "Sam. Sam! Look at me!" His hands abandoned her chest to grasp her shoulders, shaking her, and her head rolled limply to one side. He cupped her face, twisted it to look at him, and unconsciously smeared blood across her pale features. "Wake up! Wake up!"

John surfaced explosively. His arm tore out of a restraint to grab a faceless man by his neck, and he applied pressure until the man's legs gave out and the Master Chief was practically dragging the man alongside the gurney.

"He's awake!"

John stared at the lights overhead and fought against the restraints holding him down.

"Shit! Give him another dose! We have to get him into surgery."

He barely noticed the woman who approached and who despite her shaking hands gave him another shot. The lights began spinning overhead. John lost his grip on the man who was seconds away from death. He fell into black again.

When John opened his eyes, he was seated on a wooden dock with his feet in the cool water at a lake surrounded by woods. Warm afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees; the only sounds were those of the animals rustling around them. He realized as an afterthought that he wasn't alone.

A young, scrawny boy with ruddy brown hair and large blue eyes sat next to him too short for his feet to reach the water so he kicked them absently through the air.

"This is a dream," he said to his younger self.

The boy looked at him, his face warmed with freckles from the summer sun, and didn't respond. Instead, he lifted up his arm to show John a bug crawling over his elbow.

"Where are we?" the Spartan wondered and took in the scenery around them more carefully this time since he knew it was a dream. He searched for the edges; he needed to leave; he needed to find Sam and the others.

"Uncle Ed's lake," the boy answered and offered a toothy grin while he whispered conspiratorially, "I'm not supposed to come here alone. Mom's afraid I'll fall in."

John arched his brows and leaned back on his hands. "I don't remember this."

"I come here. No one knows." The boy was looking at the bug again which had turned and was now making its way down his hand, trying to find an exit.

"I'd know," John explained, but he realized it might have been too much to expect his younger self to be aware they were one and the same. After all, he looked so different.

"What do you know?" the boy challenged.

"You're not real," John told him, but he stared at John with large, clear blue eyes.

"Then what are you?"

John opened his mouth to reply, but the words escaped him. Gradually he closed his lips and granted the boy a hard stare.

Rather than acknowledge it, the boy watched the bug finally crawl off his hand onto the dock, let it run for a moment, and then squashed it under his thumb. He grinned.

At that moment a call lifted on the breeze, and the boy straightened like a dog on the hunt. His head jerked over one shoulder to hear the call resonate again.

"What's that?" John asked.

The boy scrambled to his feet and wiped the bug guts on his shorts. "I have to go! Mom's calling!" Without another word, he took off running up a path toward a hill. At the top John could see the faint outline of a figure.

_Mom?_ His breath stilled in his chest, and he squinted his eyes to focus wholly on that figure. _It can't be… _It had been decades since he had thought of her, decades since he forgot her face and her voice. _Could I remember her? _John was on his feet in the next second, walking toward the figure in the distance but soon his walk gave way to a jog and then a full out sprint. He saw the boy of his youth up ahead and ran harder to catch up to him. No matter how quickly his feet struck the ground or how wide he elongated his strides, he couldn't reach her.

John startled awake, unconsciously fighting at his restraints, and a nurse hurried toward him with a syringe.

"No…" a calm, smooth voice interrupted. "Give me a moment with him."

John steadily relaxed against the hospital bed and let his gaze oscillate around the space to take in the open window on one end with a view of the sky, the medical equipment, and finally the woman sitting at his bedside. When his eyes found her, she offered him a worn smile that crinkled the edges of her eyes.

"John, you must calm down," Dr. Catherine Halsey explained softly. "Adding more sedatives to your system could destabilize you."

The Spartan Master Chief felt each breath shudder through him; the whole of focus funneled onto this one woman. "Are you real?"

Dr. Halsey smiled wider and patted John's hand. "Yes. Your confusion is normal. You've been in and out of consciousness for several days now."

John exhaled shortly and relaxed deeper into the bed. This was real—finally.

"You're in a military hospital," she continued, letting her hand curl to hold his briefly. "You were severely wounded in battle, but the doctors plan for you to make a full recovery. You should only need a few more days for your body to heal enough that you can leave." Dr. Halsey stood then and addressed a bouquet of flowers situated next to John's head. "But you'll need to pass a psychological evaluation before you can be released, John."

The Master Chief observed every minute movement from her wrists peeking out of her lab coat to the way her hair curled uniformly in a neat bob but said nothing.

"You'll be pleased to know Fred should be released this afternoon. He'll likely stop by on his way out to see you." At this, Dr. Halsey returned to her seat, a wistful smile on her lips. "I can't remember the last time I saw the pair of you together."

John's throat was parched, so that his already gruff voice was hoarse when he said, "Sam."

Her smile fell, and Dr. Halsey's leg began bobbing at the corner of John's gaze as she absently bounced her foot in the air. Her tone remained calm when she explained, "The Insurrectionists that aided you were mostly killed."

Suddenly an image of a soldier standing over Sam with a gun pointed at her head flashed before his eyes. He'd heard the gunshot.

"As for their rebel lieutenant…," Dr. Halsey continued with a short sigh. "She's gone."

_Dead_, John understood and settled leaden back into the bed all at once. "What did they do with her?" He remembered a time when he was 14 and lost comrades in the augmentation process; he remembered standing on a ship watching the urns that held their ashes released into space and floating slowly away. He doubted Sam was granted such a poetic end.

"She disappeared en route to the hospital with you," Dr. Halsey answered. "We believe her Insurrectionist allies recovered her. We've not since been able to locate her."

John's head darted up from his pillow like he were electrocuted at this turn of events.

"It's for the best, John. Your brief alliance with the rebels can be offset by the rather subversive conspiracy plotted against you and the SPARTAN Program in general. But anything beyond that is… simply inexplicable."

Her words were hollow in his ears. He looked at the restraints holding him to the bed, his hands curled to fists, and his muscles began flexing pulling against those binds.

Once again Dr. Halsey's cool hand covered the fist closest to her, and she warned, "If you tear these again, we'll need to sedate you."

John gazed into her calm expression and icy blue eyes. Slowly he relaxed his hands.

She patted his palm lightly. "I think we'll delay the psychological evaluation for a couple of days. You need time to clear your head."

John needed to get out there. "I want to speak to Fred," he said.

"He may stop by this afternoon depending on your state of mind." Her eyes flashed with potent disappointment. "For now, you need to rest, John."

With that she stood from her seat as if to leave. Dr. Halsey grabbed a remote first and turned on the television facing John. It automatically opened to the news, and Dr. Halsey left without another word.

"…_the intergalactic community is still reverberating after the infamous transmission of Sam Quinn…" _Her face was posted on the screen, bruised from her time spent in confinement. Her eyes were narrowed uncertainly as they face the camera. "_UNSC Secretary of State released a statement calling the mystery woman a terrorist feeding off a culture of fear. Warrants have already been issued for her arrest, and special forces are allegedly mobilizing to find her…_"

Now that John had woken up, how could he possibly close his eyes again? He fought blindly at his restraints, but his body was too weak to break free. Where was Sam? Had Dr. Halsey lied? She couldn't be safe.

O O O

The firm but quick rapping at his door distracted John from gazing out the window. In the hours that had passed since Dr. Halsey's visit, nurses had checked his vitals, a psychologist had visited with him to assess his mental state before reluctantly unbinding his hands, and John had been able to eat a meal by himself though he had little appetite if any. He thought of it as fuel and nothing more. He wasn't going to get out of here on an empty tank.

John assumed that sound signaled another specialist or doctor come to check on him, but when he turned his head to face the figure in the doorway, he recognized his Spartan brother standing there.

Fred offered him a sideways smile and made his way into the room to stand by John's bed. A crutch was propped under one shoulder, and his opposite leg was bound by a metal brace. Fred noticed John's gaze and explained, "Fractured it in a couple of places. I have to get used to this for a while." He patted the crutch before removing it and easing his weight into the chair at John's bedside.

"I'm glad they didn't do worse," John admitted honestly.

Fred smiled again with bluff good humor. "They tried." He glanced at the television where the news was playing on mute.

John too looked at the screen seeing the same story repeating over and over again. They hadn't offered any updates since he woke up. The Master Chief let the silence sit for a moment before wondering, "What happened?"

Fred inhaled slowly, turning his attention away from the news to his friend. "My team of Spartans figured out what was going on and brought in backup."

"What about Operation: VIS and the Pit?"

The Spartan eased his elbows forward to rest on his knees and bent closer to John as he muttered softly, "Boone started downloading some of the files, not all but some. My team recovered that information and some security footage but haven't released it." He caught John's eyes, offering a firm promise, "If ONI tries again, we'll be ready."

John nodded his approval. It wasn't the time to release that information yet, but when the time came, he trusted Fred to handle it. Switching gears, he wondered, "What happened to Boone and the others?"

"Noah Boone, Anya Flynn, Hiro Takeda…" he began and trailed off as he considered John in a dense, pensive look, "and Sam Quinn. They were all were lost in transit to the hospital."

So Dr. Halsey had told him the truth, or had sold Fred the same story.

"Boone was in bad shape. I don't know if he could have pulled through," Fred admitted. "Sam wasn't doing too well either from what I remember. We can't be sure what happened to either of them."

John fell quiet watching the muted TV, letting the possibilities sift through him.

Fred watched too for a moment and then wedged his crutch under his arm to stand up. "There's going to be a ceremony to award you a medal of valor once you get out of here," he said. "They're claiming you infiltrated a dangerous terrorist faction of Insurrectionists and put your own reputation on the line in order to take it down."

John's jaw set in a tense line to hear his reality twisted to fit someone else's agenda. He didn't know which was worse: being Innie propaganda or complicit in a military cover up that tried to wipe out his own?

"They need to save face after the shit storm Sam's transmission kicked up." The lieutenant made his way over to the window to gaze outside. "Then we'll all be placed on temporary leave until this settles. Some are calling for an investigation."

"Temporary leave," John repeated mechanically.

Fred smirked sensing his sarcasm and turned away from the window. "It's not how I thought we'd go out… But the heat's bearing down on us, John. It's time to close ranks."

John didn't respond but monitored Fred's approach from the corner of his eyes.

"I need to catch a flight. Debriefing," he explained succinctly and reached out to clap John on the shoulder. "Hang in there, Chief."

The Spartan patted Fred on the arm and nodded firmly. "I'll see you around, Fred."

He smiled a final time and turned to leave, pausing at the doorway to ask over his shoulder, "Who sent the flowers?"

John glanced at the stems in the vase by his bed and shrugged. "No idea."

"Seems odd. Who'd know you're here?" Rather than waiting for John's response, Fred stepped out into the corridor and left.

In his wake, John stared curiously at the flowers on his bedside table that hadn't caught his attention until now. He hadn't thought enough of them to consider their origins or reason, but Fred posed the right question: _Who sent them?_ The Master Chief reached over and picked up the vase to inspect it. The glass was clear, so that he could see through to the stems inside that appeared painstakingly normal. Cautiously, he bent his nose to the buds and sniffed. They smelled real. There was no card. He exhaled in annoyance and finally lifted the vase up to peer at the bottom before he abandoned this wild goose chase all together. The base was similarly normal and included a sticker with the brand and country of origin. He almost set it down when he eyes noticed the edge of the sticker was curling up. Frowning, John took his thumbnail and pried up the sticker. Attached to the inside was a small, nearly imperceptible data drive.

_What the hell?_ John peeled the drive away from the sticker and set the vase aside.

The Spartan promptly grabbed a data pad from the bedside table. The psychologist had left it, thinking it might help John to process what had happened if he could write it down or some bullshit like that. John slipped the drive into place and waited for the contents to load onscreen. It appeared to be a video. He hesitated briefly before opening the file; footage from a security camera opened up on a familiar corridor. This was taken at the Pit the day of the attack. John anticipated it would be a recording of the action, but instead, it switched to the control room at 0836 hours. The camera in the corner of the room captured John squatting in front of Sam who was seated. Her posture drooped in the wake of a dizzy spell, and she abruptly bent forward and pressed her lips to his. John grasped her head and held her tighter, that one moment now immortalized on screen, and a conflict of emotions brewed as he watched the scene play out. He saw himself smile at her and stand, and then the footage cut out.

John exhaled slowly. He understood it was no coincidence that this clip found its way to him. It resonated as a warning. They couldn't touch the Spartans now that they held the information about Operation: VIS and the military conspiracy that generated it. But they could get to her. John set the data pad next to him on the bed and considered the news once more. He needed to get out of there.

O O O

**5 months after 'Augusta incident'**

His feet struck the pavement to beat out a steady rhythm. The city was quiet this early in the morning. Smog lingered over the ground, the air was heavy and damp, and it cooled the sweat beading along his skin. John's heart rate was calming from his intense workout, slowing to a steady drum in his ears. He made his way back toward his neighborhood, but he was forced to pause at a red light and check his watch. He was roughly a minute faster than usual signaling his impatience to return home. John rested his hands on his hips to ease the pressure off his lungs and glanced at a newsstand not far off. "_Constantine: City on Fire… Riots continue as calls for the SPARTAN Program's end go unanswered," _one headline reported in bold print.

"Look, Dad! That's one of them!"

John looked away from the papers to a father and son walking down the sidewalk toward him.

The little boy pointed his finger at John. "It's a Spartan!"

John met the father's gaze, and the man promptly pulled his child behind him and changed directions to avoid crossing paths with the Master Chief.

He looked away as the light changed, and John set off running home. Once at his apartment complex, John took the stairs two at a time to reach the eighth floor. He dug his keys out of his pocket, rounded the corner, and frowned when he saw someone waiting outside his door.

The figure noticed his approach at the same time and turned to face him.

John's step faltered at the sight.

"Hey, stranger," Kelly said with a bright smile.

John mirrored her expression and exhaled a breathless, dubious laugh. They met in the middle, embracing in a firm hug.

"What are you doing here?" he asked into her hair.

"Got contracted for a job." They released each other to consider the other's face, searching for all the minute changes the years had brought. "I heard from Fred that you were holed up around here," she explained.

John unconsciously shifted his gaze to consider the shabby building, boasting peeling paint, graffiti on the walls, burnt out lights, and all.

"Aren't you going to invite me in?" Kelly asked and lifted a bag, adding, "I brought breakfast."

John offered her a worn, sincere smile and opened the door for them to his small, sparse apartment. He threw his keys down on the short kitchen bar and wondered, "Coffee?"

"Please." She deposited the bag on the bar as well before strolling through the apartment and particularly toward one wall where photos and documents were posted. "Getting paranoid in your old age?" she wondered.

John glanced up from the coffee to the wall marking out his research. He imagined Kelly had noticed the lack of security cameras in his complex. There was a reason he chose this place. "Paranoid and cheap," he quipped in response. With the coffee brewing, he opened the brown bag stained with grease on the bottom and found the long, thin doughnuts this region was famous for. He ate half of one in a single attempt, letting the rest hang out while he grabbed two mugs.

"I remember when you didn't eat breakfast," Kelly muttered as she eased back up to the bar top. "Always trying to fit another hour into the day."

John smirked around the doughnut and pushed the rest into his mouth to eat. "I've got time these days."

"Don't we all?" She pulled a doughnut from the bag as well and leaned her elbows onto the bar top where she could see through the small window into the kitchen. She tore off an end and chewed it silently.

John eased his weight back against the stove and crossed his arms over his chest. Their gaze tangled across the short space, both dense and complicated with years and memories.

She smiled and tore off another piece.

John poured them both a mug of coffee and returned to his position. "Where have you been, Kelly?"

She took a sip of the coffee, undeterred by its slightly burnt acidic flavor. It washed down the grease easy enough. "I was stationed on Requiem cleaning up after The Didact," she answered, understanding the true depth of his question without him having to articulate it. "I wish I'd been closer. By the time I heard…" Her voice trailed off, and her gaze fell to the fried dough in her hands. "It must have been hard to go through it alone."

John watched her grapple with her own guilt and assured her calmly, "I had help."

"Yeah," Kelly agreed and looked at him again. "It was some kind of fate to have Fred assigned to bring you in."

John wasn't talking about Fred, but that was one thing Kelly didn't know about him. He turned the mug in his hands. "How is he?"

"You know Fred." Kelly laughed to herself. "I think civilian life suits him. We always said he was the only one of us that could make it."

John smiled as well, imaging how Fred was able to duck the accusatory glares and pointed fingers that followed John almost daily.

"What about you?"

John's attention returned from his thoughts to Kelly still bent over and munching on the last piece of dough. "What about me?"

She wiped her greasy fingers on a napkin and said, "How are you holding up, Chief?"

John looked over her shoulder at the wall piled with notes and photos. "I keep busy," he replied and took a long sip of coffee.

At last Kelly straightened from the bar top and eased around the edge to stand in the threshold of the squashed kitchen. "This job. It should keep me in town for a month or so."

John arched his brows to reflect his intrigue. "Where are you staying?"

"Well, I had this one place in mind…" her voice trailed off tellingly.

John's brows fell as he considered her in a dense stare, and she granted him an impish grin.

"I know a guy," she explained, drumming her fingers on the door frame. "I just don't know if he'd take me in."

John bowed his head to take another sip of coffee. When he looked at her again, his features were warm with a smile. "I bet if you ask nicely, he'll consider it."

"I'm not too good at nice," she commented and approached John to take his mug and set it on the kitchen counter beside him. She gripped his hips next, slipping her thumbs under his shirt, and tilted her head back to gaze up at him. "But I'll give it a shot."

He unconsciously cradled her arms when she reached up to kiss him. They were far removed from the teens who had clumsily shared their first time amid augmented limbs and raging hormones. But he remembered her in an instinctual sort of way, losing himself in the desire to rediscover what he'd known years before.

O O O

His footfalls drummed on the gravel as John turned off the sidewalk to a trail that led through the park. The security cameras were few and far between considering the general poverty of the area. The few that caught sight of the Spartan jogging into the park wouldn't have recorded anything out of the ordinary. He knew the grounds well enough to memorize their layout in his head; he often chose this as the site of his morning workouts. He found his way to a different trail, switched his pace to a walk, and approached a bench on the left where he sat next to figure in workout gear and a ball cap.

"Commander Castilla gives her regards." The man withdrew a small data drive and slid it across the bench to the Spartan.

John picked his data pad out of his jacket, inserted the drive, and considered the photos and files that the drive housed. He loaded them in order.

"That's Masako Takeda," the man said without needing to look over John's shoulder to know what file he was looking at. "Hiro Takeda's great-grandmother and matriarch of the Takeda family."

The successive photos showed a variety of shots of the woman in question. A thin, older woman with pale clear features rippling in her age. Her expensive, silk robes were better suited to her ancestors than to their contemporary ranks, but they gave her an ethereal power that matched her hawkish black eyes. In every photo, Hiro stood near his great-grandmother wearing a tailored expensive suit. His hair had been cut and was combed away from his face in a stylish way. John unconsciously smirked to see him so put together, thinking he looked like a child forced into his Sunday best.

"She's on a first name basis with President Orwell," the man continued ignorant to John's thoughts.

This caught the Master Chief's attention. _Close friends with the president of the UNSC_.

"The family has funded many developments in different areas of the universe over the years. The UNSC owes them for generating spending during certain economic recessions." The man cleared his throat as he glanced casually around them before continuing, "Lucky for Hiro, no one can touch him for now… But he still had to pay for his mistakes. See how he's always got his right hand in his pocket?"

John had noticed but hadn't thought twice about it, assuming it was a nervous habit.

"Old Yakuza technique. Cut off the fingers for every wrong. They worked their way all the way up to his elbow."

John paused staring at a photo of Hiro and his great-grandmother. Suddenly he looked a little less laughable. "Did you find what I asked for?"

"Keep scrolling," the man prompted. "It wasn't easy to get."

John flipped through the photos of Hiro and Masako Takeda with such speed he almost passed over the photo he was seeking. It was from some other stretch of the universe. Somewhere warm, breezy, and sunny judging by this single photo. Sam sat on a patio chair, one elbow resting on the table top, and her cheek leaned on her closed fist. Her gaze was directed away from the camera, blissfully ignorant to the eyes watching her as she indulged in a private smile at something or someone off-screen. Her hair had grown long and bounded over one shoulder, freed from the ponytail that he had known as her trait. She wore something breezy that exposed her shoulders and legs far removed from the layers he had known to hide her away. Days spent in the sun had warmed her skin and lightened her hair. She looked beautiful and young and content. He was at once relieved, amused, and angry.

"They're keeping her cooped up in a vacation property," the man explained. "When he's not playing puppet to his great-grandma, Hiro's there. Some of his guys guard the place. Their family owns that village. It's practically impossible to get near."

That accounted for the single photo, and John took his time staring at it and letting the man's words sift through him. Something about the forced dependency struck John. She'd found herself a different prison; maybe it was the lesser of two evils.

"I don't know how much longer they'll let Hiro keep his pet."

John finally tore his gaze away from the photo to give the man a potent look.

He was fortunate that he was considering his watch, so his missed that dangerous expression. "There's word Hiro's getting engaged to the daughter of Vladamir Volzhansky. I doubt his fiancée and her family will like the guest in Hiro's vacation house."

"Coordinates?" John prompted.

"They're in there. But I'm warning you there's no way you can get close to her without Hiro or Masako knowing."

"Money's already in your account," John said and stood up while tucking his data pad into his jacket. Without another word, he took off running back to his apartment, that one picture burnt into his mind and constantly at the edge of his vision. He'd found her.

When he returned to his apartment, Kelly was awake and sitting at the small two-top table in one nook of the apartment. She looked up from the paper she was reading and picked up her mug to take a sip of coffee.

"You went for a run," she commented over the edge. "You should have woke me up."

John poured himself a large glass of water in the kitchen while covertly slipping the data pad into one of the drawers. He downed half the glass and then lifted the front of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his features. When he dropped his shirt to look at her through the window, he wondered, "Think you can keep up?"

Kelly grinned. "Keep up? I'd give you a run for your money." At that moment, she tossed the paper to the center of the table as John came around to sit across from her. "They're still looking for that Innie," she told him when he began unlacing his sneakers instead of looking at the paper. "Riots are cropping up all over after her stunt."

John sat up in the chair and considered the front page which was overwhelmed with pictures of the ongoing riots around the UNSC. He knew where "that Innie" was hiding and thought of his data pad with that invaluable chip inside only a meter away. His attention settled on Kelly. He trusted her with his life, but not with Sam's.

"If I'd been any closer…" Kelly muttered under her breath.

"What?"

Kelly glanced up at the Master Chief, hearing the challenge in his tone but not seeing it reflected in his stoic face. "I'd have stopped her," she answered frankly. "If it weren't for her, we'd still be active—not sidelined playing house."

"Without her, we'd be burned. All of us." John stood up then to mark the end of this conversation and walked around to place his glass in the kitchen sink. He silently retrieved his data pad, tucked it inside his jacket, and headed into the bathroom to shower. Kelly followed him with her eyes but said nothing. John couldn't expect her to understand and inwardly chided himself for speaking so bluntly. The thing is he'd dedicated his life to saving mankind because they were too weak to do it alone. She was fragile and destructible as any human he'd met, but she had sacrificed herself to save him and all those others Spartans who now scorned her. John didn't take that lightly.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note<strong>: Yeah, I'm kinda on a roll... AND I brought some of our old favorites back: Dr. Halsey & Kelly! Surprised? It's like the Master Chief's greatest hits haha

Thanks to everyone reading and especially to my girl _Rose Tsukiyomi_for the review! I could have been a bigger bitch and let that last chapter hang out for days :) I'm not that mean! I hope you enojyed this chapter!


	16. The Art of Disappearing

Chapter 16  
><span>"The Art of Disappearing"

"_But I don't want comfort. I want poetry. I want danger. I want freedom. I want goodness. I want sin." – Aldous Huxley, __Brave New World_

**7 months after 'Augusta incident'**

Their room existed in an ocean of darkness. It crept in at the end of each day, rolling in like waves to engulf them. Sam lay on her back gazing up at the ceiling letting her eyes acclimate to the night just so she could pierce it. It had been almost seven months since she first faced it, and she wasn't planning on letting it drown her. Steadily her gaze adjusted, so that when she twisted her head on the pillow she could see the outline of Hiro's body in bed beside her. She could distinguish the shades on his back that she knew was a dragon tattoo, its mouth open and roaring in never-ending fury, where it was etched into his skin from his buttocks all the way up to his shoulders. It tried and failed to hide the scars.

Sam only realized how little she knew about her team's resident ghost when she was swept into his home and became an unwilling pawn in his family's politics. To her understanding, Hiro had been disowned by a rich, prestigious family. What she failed to recognize was that his was _the _richest family in Japan with a long heritage that stretched back centuries. His great-grandmother Masako Takeda embodied that ancestral power, so potent a 5-foot-tall woman that she swallowed her competitors whole and smiled. And Hiro, for all his bravado, was actually quite a sincere, kind-hearted guy who had run away from his family because he was terrified of them but mostly terrified of turning into them.

She unconsciously reached out until her fingers brushed his back, and she walked the tips across his skin searching for the marks he'd bore since childhood. She traced one scar, a different depth and consistency than the rest of his back though it had smoothed over the years. Her fingers moved next to brush the nape of his neck where his straight black hair had once fallen. It had since been trimmed smartly, and she suddenly had a wash of regret that she never had a chance to knot her fingers in the full length.

Hiro yawned and turned his head to glance at her over his shoulder. "Are you up?"

When Sam didn't respond, he lazily rolled over to his other side to face her, tucking what was left of his right arm under the pillow to hide it from sight. He didn't wear the artificial attachment when he slept, and he was more self-conscious of his loss than he cared to disclose.

Sam kept her attention anchored in his dark eyes. "My shoulder hurts," she answered at last, both a lie and a truth. It was more the memory of its pain that was keeping her awake, but that was harder to explain.

Hiro frowned and reached out with his left hand to idly massage her right shoulder. "You said the training was helping."

"I know," she agreed. "It just aches sometimes. Maybe it's going to rain."

He yawned, smacked his lips, and smiled. "I'll call you my weather girl."

"I'm surprised that's not a fantasy of yours," she taunted softly.

The edges of his lips curled in a familiar way despite his eyes closing. "Now that you mention it…"

She smiled too. "Your accent gets thicker when you're tired."

He cracked one eye open. "Give me a break, Quinn. You're lucky I remember English in the middle of the goddamn night." His hand fell to cup her waist where he squeezed playfully, and Sam jerked at a sudden ticklishness. He'd found that weak spot early on, and she fell for it every time. "You should learn Japanese. There's a fantasy."

Her eyes narrowed. "_Bakayarou_."

All at once, Hiro burst with laughter. As it died down to a subtle chuckle, he sighed, "Ah… That's sweet."

"I called you a 'dumb bastard.'"

"Yeah," he agreed still smiling, "but it's cute when you say it."

Sam wasn't the type for pillow talk, so she furrowed her nose and tried again, "_Nameruna_."

To her annoyance, Hiro cracked up laughing again.

"_Shine!_"

Still, he laughed.

"_Paizuri!_"

Suddenly Hiro stilled, eyes wide, and considered her, and Sam was the one to grin thinking at last she had found the gem to get under his skin. He poorly fought off a smile, trying to appear stern when he asked, "Who taught you that?"

Sam sensed something was off. Perhaps it had been worse of an insult than she had assumed. Quietly, she admitted, "Yuki."

Hiro bit his lip to try and hold back his smile, and Sam's cheeks began to warm as she realized the real possibility that it didn't mean at all what she thought it meant. "Don't say that anymore."

She licked her lips and whispered, "What does it mean?"

Hiro didn't answer immediately, but Sam was sure it couldn't be from shyness. Rather, he was mulling it over in his head and grumbled to himself, "Shit… How do you say that?"

"What?" she prompted, aware she likely wouldn't be happy with the response.

"Uh…" Hiro roughed up his black hair in thought and guessed, "Pearl necklace? But, you know, _not_…"

Sam's eyes widened like saucers, and all the blood fled from her face in a wash of embarrassment at the realization that she had been parading around the compound, trading insults with the guards and using that one! "That motherfucker…"

Hiro roared with laughter again to see Sam Quinn, Enemy Number One of the UNSC, outmatched by a group of yakuza thugs with an adolescent sense of humor, and Sam didn't hesitate to punch him in the arm considering how he completed her humiliation. His hand came alive tickling her waist again, and she squirmed to avoid his grasp, burrowing herself closer to him. All at once she tore his hand from her, threw him onto his back, and pinned him between her thighs with his hand on one side of his head. Despite being forced to submit, Hiro donned a victorious smile like this was all part of his master plan. Sam wiped it away when she rushed forward and covered his mouth with her own; she grabbed roughly at the longer black hair on top of his head to hold him still amid her siege. Their roughhousing usually dissolved into something less innocent.

Seven months together had taught her that they were better friends than lovers, but sometimes friends could be lovers. It certainly helped pass the time.

When Sam abandoned their room into the morning sunlight, she paused outside the door to inhale and stretch her arms overhead. Her shoulder protested as she angled her hands back and opened up her chest more. The scar tissue from that hit stayed with her long after the bullet had been removed. She exhaled and folded forward until her fingertips curled on the floor and her nose brushed her knees. Inhaling, she rolled up her spine counting every vertebra until she was standing tall atop her two feet; she exhaled shortly, and her shoulders sank forward to disrupt her good posture. This was her ritual like paying tribute to the sun every morning that she had a chance to see it. It took two months before her cast was removed, and Sam regained use of her left arm. The physical therapist Hiro had hired to help her recover had instructed Sam to stretch daily and to adopt more light exercises. Her boxing gloves were traded for a yoga mat to her dismay, and the Innie lieutenant couldn't deny the sensation that she had somehow been tamed, overshadowed by her reputation for being a violent terrorist when she was cooped up in a yakuza vacation house and growing soft.

Hiro sank his fingers into her hips as he silently approached her from behind to join her outside. She turned in his grip to face him. He had changed into slacks and a button-down, the uniform he adopted when it came to his responsibilities as heir of Masako Takeda's syndicate. They were hand-tailored so that they fell seamlessly along the lines of his slim frame. Likewise, his black hair was combed back from his face in a style suitable for a male model or actor. He was handsome—no clothes or haircut could change that—but Sam recognized she wasn't the only one who had been made to heel. Her attention fell to the heavy grip of his artificial hand on her.

"Do you need to leave soon?" she wondered.

He would stay with her for a week or so before he was forced out into the syndicate's world to do the bidding of his great-grandmother. At times, it meant appearing beside Masako Takeda like the prodigal son at various charity and social events. Other times, it meant getting his hands dirty in dark corners of the universe so Masako could keep hers clean. The more he complied and pledged his obedience, the more ammo Masako stacked against him. He was playing a losing game, and Sam saw it wearing on his face every time he returned to her.

Hiro nodded, appraised her frown, and mistook it for a reluctance to let him go. "You should come with me," he commented as he pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her.

She offered a sad smile into his shoulder. "I wish."

"That's an easy fix, Sam," he whispered softly.

She closed her eyes and felt her brow knit above them. In theory, it was an easy fix: plastic surgery these days could transform her into someone else entirely, give her another shot at a different life. Hiro had the means to make it possible. But hers was the face of a revolution. It didn't belong to her anymore, and in that respect, it wasn't hers to give away. To hide her serious thoughts, she countered, "I'm not your Barbie doll. I don't want balloon animal tits."

He grinned and pulled away from her to see her face. "Who said I wanted that?" His dark eyes flickered down to her chest, taking in each, before he decided, "I like your tits how they are."

Sam's expression had fallen, and she didn't hesitate to punch him in the shoulder.

He was wise enough to back off, letting his hands cup her waist once more as he offered, "Think about it... It's your choice, but the sooner you do it, the sooner we can get out of here."

_You can leave any time you want_, her eyes told him, but deep down she knew that wasn't true either. He was a prisoner to his family and she to him.

Hiro at last released her waist to reveal he was more adroit at reading her nuances than he appeared. Searching for a peace offering, he suggested, "Have breakfast with me before I go."

Sam inhaled all the air that would fit into her lungs feeling her shoulders stretch open in a way that reminded her of her strength. Swallowing her anger, she replied, "Of course."

He was good to her, and Sam was surprised to find that it was easy to be with him. He was attractive, he was witty, he was loyal, but he was also jealous and possessive—those qualities made all the stronger when he finally had her. He'd made a luxurious prison for her but a prison all the same. Just about the time she'd work up her anger, she'd remember how many weeks it took him to adjust to his artificial limb. She'd catch sight of her own scars, and she'd think of who was sitting by her bed when she finally awoke, having paid his pound of flesh for her safety. It was quick to sour her anger with guilt and obligation. She stayed because she felt beholden to him, and she resented him for placing her in that position. It was easy to blame him for clipping her wings.

Sam sipped at her green tea and watched Hiro skimming a message from Masako's assistant on his data pad. His expression mirrored his disappointment at the content, and Sam gazed away from him out past the patio toward the front gates and likewise cast her attention into her memories.

_It was a week before Sam awoke in the medical station of a ship floating peacefully through an unknown quadrant of space. Her eyes struggled to focus on the ceiling, the medical paraphernalia around her, and finally the petite, neat-looking Asian nurse checking her IV. _

_Her voice sounded like gravel in her throat. "Where am I?"_

_The nurse visibly startled at the sound, and it was only then that Sam was sure she had spoken._

"_Where's John?" Sam asked._

_Her dark, almond-shaped eyes stared at Sam in alarm before she abruptly bowed her head and hurried out of the room._

_In her wake, the ship's soft hum reverberated through the room interrupted by the small beeps of the medical equipment hooked up to her. Sam's eyes searched the strange space growing more disoriented as the seconds passed, and she struggled for something to grasp onto the as she tried to hoist herself out of bed. When she closed her eyes, face screwed in pain with the deep resounding soreness in her chest, shoulder, and gut, she hadn't even begun to move, and she grunted shortly in impotence and anger._

_At that moment, firm, quick strikes on the metal floor caught her attention. Footsteps drew nearer. Her eyelashes peeled apart as she twisted her neck and watched a ghost appear in the doorway. Hiro approached her in a rush looking unlike himself and yet more like himself than ever before. His black hair was combed back from his face; he was wearing a crisp white shirt and cool grey slacks with the matching jacket draped over his shoulders. He sat on the edge of the bed and took her hand in his. _

_Sam couldn't recall having ever been happier to see him and clutched his palm with all the strength she had in her._

"_Hiro, where is everyone?" she whispered hoarsely._

_He squeezed her fingers and smiled in a way that felt hollow. "Helling's gone. Rodriguez too. And Green."_

_Sam's bottom lip began trembling signaling the deeper quaking in her bones. "Flynn?"_

_Hiro's grip grew firmer like he could reach out and hold her tight enough to keep her from shivering. "She's alive," he replied. "In a coma but alive."_

"_Boone."_

"_Touch and go. They fucked him up good." At the last comment, he bowed his head and looked at his right shoulder. "I lost this arm. Longest relationship I've had."_

_It was the sort of inappropriate joke Hiro was infamous for, and Sam felt herself laughing in spite of the pain in her chest. The laughter was a poor defense. It fell quickly, and without it the tears overflowed._

_Hiro bowed deeper until his forehead brushed hers. "Easy… You're going to rip your stiches."_

_The pain ricocheted inside her ribcage with every sob, but it seemed fitting. It smothered the guilt and remorse growing inside her. She breathed irregularly and managed to gasp, "John." _

_Hiro straightened and pushed her hair back from her face where it was matting in the lines of her tears. "He's fine," he replied gently._

_She licked her lips and found reason to quiet her sobs enough to speak. "We have to get him. We don't know what they'll do to him."_

"_They're not going to do anything to him with everyone watching."_

"_He's not safe, Hiro," she challenged and winced as her voice began to fail. "We can't leave him."_

_He eased back and tugged his jacket into place to sit squarely on his shoulders. "Last we heard he was in a military hospital. They're going to hold a ceremony honoring the Spartans. I'm sure he'll be there."_

_Suddenly, Sam's red-rimmed eyes found their focus. "When?"_

_Hiro recognized his mistake too late and amended, "There's no way you can get in there, Sam. After that transmission you sent out, everyone's looking for you."_

_Her hands gripped the edge of the bed, and she tried to remember what muscles she needed to sit up. "I have to—"_

"_Stop." _

_That voice had the power to cut through Sam's blind desire to escape. Her eyes darted to the doorway where a tall figure in sleek armor stood demanding attention. _

"_You're going to end up dead if you keep this up," Sasha snapped sternly._

_Sam's mouth opened in question, but the only thing she could voice was, "Sasha."_

_Hiro smirked at how quickly her attention changed courses. "She's been stuck to you since you came here," he explained, more content with this line of questioning than the other._

"_Give us a moment," Sasha commanded._

_Hiro wasn't the type to obey, but something about Sasha's tone convinced him otherwise. "I'll be outside if you need anything," he told Sam before the door closed after him._

"_Why are you here?" Sam asked staring up at her twin sister with a childish sort of awe._

"_I wanted to be here when you woke up, Sam," she answered and assumed Hiro's seat on the edge of the bed. "I wanted to be the one to explain what happened. I thought you'd want to hear it from me. But now…"_

_Sam searched her face in a desperate, darting look. "Now what?"_

_Sasha reached out and found Sam's hand holding it in her gloved grip. She swallowed thickly. "Your heart stopped once when they were operating on you." Sasha tilted her head down, so that Sam couldn't read her expression any longer, leaving only her words to fill the void. "You know that bullshit about twins being able to sense each other?" Sasha looked up again revealing tears lining her lower lashes. "Your heart stopped, and I swear I felt it too… And I thought, 'Just please let her wake up. Give me a chance to tell her I'm sorry.'"_

"Sam."

Hiro snapped his fingers barely an inch from her nose, and she startled to attention remembering that she was sitting on the patio of a beautiful vacation house eating breakfast with the heir to the Takeda syndicate. Her eyes were distant when she gazed at him, and his mouth curled down at the edges.

"I have to go," he said for the umpteenth time.

Sam nodded in numb disregard. "Have a safe flight."

Hiro exhaled shortly at her lack of expression, but he didn't have time to linger and await a better good-bye. Rather, he extended his left hand then his right and felt Shin slip his jacket up his arms until it sat flush with his shoulders. Hiro shrugged lightly to adjust it before tugging at the front. He glanced a final time at Sam who had retreated back to her mind, and he could only guess at what—or _who_—was occupying her thoughts. Ignoring the bristle of jealousy at the nape of his neck, Hiro turned and left with his comrades falling into line behind him. Wherever her mind might wander, she would be there waiting for him when he returned. That much he knew.

O O O

**A month later**

John jogged up the eight flights of stairs to his apartment, mail tucked firmly under one arm from a trip to his PO box, and he dug his keys out of his pocket mechanically as he approached the door. There, killing time watching over the railing down to the courtyard at the bottom was a tall, muscular woman with short brown hair. Seeing the Spartan's approach, she resumed her full height and turned to meet him. John instinctively adjusted his grip on his keys to better be used as a weapon, but still he maintained his steady approach, reluctant to reveal his own misgivings and straining for a better look at her features. From her stature, he could tell immediately that she was a Spartan—or at least that she had undergone the same biological modifications as his comrades. She was younger than his class, which meant she must have been a Spartan II or later generation. One half of her face was marred by a battle scar, so that the other half sustained most of John's scrutiny. Something about her features made John's chest tighten. The longer he stared at her, the more he felt an odd sensation wash through him. Somehow she was familiar, and that was when he understood.

"Sasha," he guessed when they were within three strides of one another, and John finally stopped.

"Master Chief," she returned and then looked down briefly, "or I guess it's just John now."

His face was neutral as his tone. Nothing gave away the ant bed of thoughts just beyond the surface when he asked, "What are you doing here?"

"I need your help." She looked at the Master Chief again, and her brow furrowed seriously. "Sam needs your help."

He'd heard her name enough these days to almost become numb to it—almost. "Come on in," he said as he moved to open the door. "I'll make some coffee."

Minutes later they were seated at his small two-top table in the corner of his already squashed apartment. Two Spartans was two too many, he'd come to realize when Kelly had passed through. Now he sat here with a different Spartan, the twin of that infamous Innie lieutenant, the one woman who'd pierced his armor and burrowed beneath his skin. Staring at Sasha's face made him search for pieces of Sam while his apartment reeked of the month spent with Kelly. The peculiarity of his current situation wasn't lost on him. He might laugh at the cosmic joke if he weren't the damn punch line.

"I don't know how much you remember about that day," Sasha finally spoke. She hadn't touched her coffee, but she brought her hands up to curl her fingers around its mouth. "It's been about eight months now. I lead my team and backup to the location. I was there when Sam…" She drummed her nails against the ceramic letting the successive small clinks spell out what she didn't say. "I stopped the soldier before he could terminate her, and I patched up her wounds with biofoam. I got her up to the ship as soon as I could."

"You saved her life," John acknowledged, oddly feeling like he should thank her for that.

Sasha nodded absently, swallowed, and let her eyes find John's. "I think I might need to save it again, but I can't do it alone."

The Master Chief sustained her dense look. "You have to tell me what you know before I can help."

Finally, Sasha took a quick, small sip of her coffee. "Sam and I stayed in touch without anyone knowing. We'd talk twice each month, usually every other week. I'd find secure channels. She'd find a private place. She wanted to know what was going on outside—what was _really_ going on. She thought Hiro was lying to her or withholding information." Sasha paused abruptly and explained, "She's with Hiro."

Her expression hinted that she expected John to react, but the Spartan returned coolly, "I know."

Sasha gazed at him for a moment and then smiled in a private way.

John's brow twitched. "Did Sam share something that has you worried?"

Sasha's smile fell instantly. "No… That's the thing. She missed our last contact."

John exhaled and felt all the nervous energy building inside him drop. "One missed call can mean nothing."

"It could mean everything."

He read the severity in Sasha's expression without needing the sharpness of his senses to also note her white knuckles gripping his mug and primed to break it. "We're all worried about Sam," he admitted then to diffuse the tension, "but like it or not, she's safer with Hiro and his thugs than out here."

It had taken John the better part of a month to come to that conclusion, so he understood how Sasha immediately bucked it, her face crumpling in annoyance. A moment later, it washed over, and she was stoic staring at him. "I'm supposed to call her again today. I want to do it with you," she said. "I hope that she answers, but if she doesn't… I want you to help me figure out what's going on."

Compliance was his only option. Even knowing that, the Master Chief didn't like this joint call anymore. One hand curled to a fist over his mouth while all of his attention focused on the data pad Sasha had propped up in front of her. John stood behind her, able to see his hips and pants in the window onscreen but nothing more. He stared at the circle twisting as the call was placed in the other window and knew that at any second the call could be picked up and Sam's face would appear there. _What the fuck am I supposed to say?_ John's fist tightened as his eyes narrowed wishing equally that she would answer and that she wouldn't.

The call connected, and John held his breath.

Rather than the Innie lieutenant, the camera opened to reveal Hiro sitting on the opposite end.

He lifted his fingers into the frame and wiggled them in mock greeting. "Sasha…" His eyes strayed from her to see John duck forward and plant his hands on the table. "Chief." He crossed his arms over his chest and eased back in his seat. "I'm glad you called. We need to talk."

"Where's Sam?" John asked before Sasha could.

Hiro quirked one brow. "Not over the phone. I'll send you the coordinates now. Be there by tomorrow, say 1600 hours."

"Hiro," Sasha growled.

"Don't be late."

The camera cut out, and the connection was lost.

O O O

**Bill's All-Star Bar, 1600 hours**

For eight months, John had been on temporary leave with the rest of the Spartans; he'd taken up odd security jobs and training positions to make rent, though he had enough in savings to last him a lifetime; mostly he'd been finding ways to pass the time. One of those had been inspired by a conversation with Sam about "catching up on the playoffs", and John had begun watching sports because apparently it was par the course for a normal life. Sitting at Bill's All-Star Bar wasn't so unfamiliar then as John nursed a sweating beer in one hand and watched the game onscreen overhead.

At 1600 hours exactly, the doors to the bar opened and in strolled Hiro looking like a whore in church in his clean-cut suit against an otherwise dive bar. Four of his guys funneled in after him. Two staked out the front door while the other two moved for the back. Hiro made his way directly toward John, one hand casually dug into his pocket, the other smoothed a stray hair back into place. He smirked when his eyes met John's, and he eased up to the bar next to him.

"Chief," he greeted.

John took a sip from his beer and looked back at the game. "You didn't have to dress up for me."

Hiro grinned while easing his right arm onto the bar top.

Despite his attention directed toward the game, John was acutely aware of every movement of each yakuza thug in the bar, Hiro included. His latest move reminded John, "I heard about your arm."

Hiro balled up his fist, unclenched it, and curled his fingers in again with vague disconnect. "It was a necessary sacrifice."

John continued watching the game without diverting his gaze.

"What the fuck is this place?" Hiro grumbled to himself as he peeled his expensive suit away from the bar top, sticky from years of spilled beer.

"You picked it," John answered.

Furrowing his nose, Hiro drew a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket packet and retrieved one. "One of my guys did… Said it was quiet." The bar was empty save the Spartan Master Chief and Hiro's crew. Hiro continued grumbling under his breath even as he balanced a cigarette between his lips and cupped his hands to light it. The end burned and crackled to life. Hiro exhaled the smoke from his nose and snapped something in Japanese to his comrades.

Without hesitation, one withdrew his pistol and shot the television three times.

The sound of the game died abruptly only to be replaced by rapid, angry Japanese. Hiro was practically hanging from the edge of the bar with the grip Sasha had on his shirt. Her pistol was trained right between his eyes, and she was yelling at everyone to back off.

"What the fuck, Sasha!" Hiro growled. "You were hiding behind the bar?"

"Where's Sam?" she asked in an icy tone.

Hiro grappled briefly with her, but she was unmoving. "Call off your gun!" he snapped at John.

The Master Chief glanced at Hiro and snorted. "She doesn't listen to me."

"Where is Sam?" Sasha asked again, dragging Hiro further across the bar as she warned, "I'm not asking again."

"If I knew that, do you think I'd call you here!" he snapped back.

Sasha brought her face in line with Hiro's, her eyes narrowed to thin distrustful slits.

"Let me go. I'll tell you what I know."

The Spartan glanced briefly at John who nodded. Sasha released Hiro, and the man slid back across the bar to the other side much more disgruntled than before. His cigarette had been lost in the struggle, pieces of his black hair fell into his eyes, and his shirt was a crumpled mess. His men exchanged words with him briefly before they stood down. Hiro tucked his shirt back into place and pushed his hair out of his eyes.

"I thought we were on the same fucking team," he exhaled before slumping into a stool next to John. "You put a gun to my head!"

Sasha stood back but hadn't released her finger from the trigger.

"We didn't know if we could trust you," John explained calmly.

"Fucking Spartans off their leashes," he said and reached over to the other side of the bar to grab a bottle of whiskey and a glass. He didn't hesitate to pour two fingers. "I heard you were taking a break from the UNSC."

"Temporary leave," John corrected.

Hiro downed the shot in one attempt and winced at the cheap burn. "What's temporary about 8 months?" He stole John's beer next to chase the whiskey with a swig.

John granted him a lazy glare.

"A month ago," Hiro continued as he wiped his mouth, "I would have shot you first and asked questions later, but circumstances have changed."

"Spit it out, Takeda," Sasha warned.

His dark eyes slid over to her, and his lip curled in distaste. "I came to offer you a job, but if you'd rather have a shoot out…"

"You know what we're looking for, and it's not a job," John said.

Hiro looked at John then, and he smirked humorlessly. "Maybe they're one in the same."

"Talk." In less than a second, Sasha had materialized in front of them, gun in hand.

"Enough with the fucking gun, Sasha! You're not going to shoot me," Hiro snapped at her. "I know who took her."

Before Hiro could inhale his next breath, he was pinned on the bar top. John's forearm bore down on his throat, and the Spartan bent over him clarifying in a low tone, "You_ lost_ her?"

"Took," Takeda gasped as his airway began to close. "He took her!"

Sasha had turned to aim her weapon at the four yakuza thugs growing restless around them.

"How long ago was this?" John pressed adding literal pressure to back up his question.

"Month," Hiro croaked.

All at once, John released Hiro who bent over coughing and wheezing as he sucked in gulp after gulp of air.

"You waited a month to call us in?"

Hiro glanced at the Master Chief from under his brow, donning a haggard and exhausted look. "A month ago I didn't know who took her." He managed to straighten himself and leaned against the bar. "I want you to find her and bring her back. I'll take care of the rest."

John ran his tongue along his teeth and narrowed his gaze. "If I find her, what makes you think I'm going to bring her to you?"

Hiro poured himself another shot. "Because, Chief, you know my family has the influence and money to protect her." He took the shot in one attempt and slid down onto a bar stool. "And you want to give her a chance at a normal life, don't you?"

_What's normal about being cooped up in your house surrounded by armed guards?_ John asked himself rhetorically.

Hiro withdrew another cigarette, cupped his hands to hold the flame, and inhaled smooth acid grey.

_You had your chance, _John decided as his steel blue eyes focused on Takeda with dangerous precision. "I'll find her."

Takeda smirked humorlessly, poured two glasses of whiskey, and nudged one toward John. "To her loyal guard dogs," he toasted dryly. "She chose them well."

* * *
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Chapter 17  
>"Rogue Zenith"<p>

"_Brave men were living before Agamemnon." – Lord Byron_

**Bill's All-Star Bar, 1621 hours  
><strong>**7 months after 'Augusta incident'**

"Bounty hunters?"

Hiro took a long drag from his cigarette, the end crackled to life with his inhale, and he exhaled the smoke from his nose. Meeting John's dubious gave, he shrugged.

"How the hell did bounty hunters find out where Sam is?" Sasha charged next.

Hiro cleared his throat and spat onto the ground over his right shoulder. He flicked the ash off his cigarette but said nothing.

Without hesitation Sasha was on her feet, and Hiro put up his hands in a peaceful gesture. "Alright, alright…" Between Sasha's trigger-happy finger and John's waning calm, they made a dangerous team, and Hiro realized he had lost control of this meeting. "My grandma… She's not Sam's biggest fan."

John furrowed his brow in a dense frown, clarifying, "Masako sold out Sam?"

"She's got a temper," he offered by way of explanation and adjusted his stance where he was leaning back against the bar top. "Needless to say, I paid her a visit."

"And?" Sasha prompted impatiently.

He clicked his tongue behind his teeth. "She gave up the bounty hunters."

"It took you a month to do that?" John asked.

"This is where it gets tricky…" His dark eyes slid over to the Master Chief sharing in his aggravation. "They lost her."

"She escaped? Why the hell wouldn't you lead with that?" Sasha growled.

He took another painfully long drag, spelling out with his exhale, "Because there's something else you need to know."

The two Spartans adopted mutually imposing stances.

"They weren't delivering her to the police," he continued while pretending to ignore how this conversation felt increasingly like an interrogation. "They said a guy hired them."

"What guy?" Sasha asked.

"They didn't know."

This was unacceptable by Spartan standards, notable in Sasha's stony tone when she continued, "Did you ask nicely?"

He smiled in a dark way and assured her, "Very nicely." His attention switched to the Master Chief. "They were telling the truth. All they said was that they contacted each other through messages. They never saw his face."

"Nothing else?" John was tallying up the information in his head, categorizing it based on importance, and thus far nothing had sky rocketed to the top of his attention. This was getting them nowhere fast.

"They passed along the email exchange." Hiro balanced his cigarette between his lips and motioned for one of his men who approached and offered a data pad. Hiro entered a code to pull up the messages in question. "Only thing we could gather is that the guy is kind of… off."

At the last comment, Hiro's gaze flicked up at John, but the Spartan didn't catch whatever he hoped to convey. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Look for yourself." He passed over the data pad then for John and Sasha to peruse while offering his theory, "She's either off the grid on her own, or he found her, whoever he is. Considering we haven't heard from Sam in a month, I'm guessing it's the latter."

O O O

Hours later John sat in a motel room glued to his data pad. The meeting with Hiro did little to illuminate the situation. John left Bill's All-Star Bar with more questions than answers and the distinct unsettling churning in his gut that warned him about his latest mission. He'd known where Sam was for months now, and he'd intentionally sat on the sidelines assuming that Hiro and Sam by proxy were protected by Masako's syndicate. If he had gone after her, maybe this wouldn't have happened. He could have protected her. He focused on the task at hand rather than linger on such thoughts.

"My guess? He's one of them."

John had expected as much. This wasn't your ordinary recovery op. "Have you got the personnel files?"

"I told you my team recovered some of the files, John. Not all," Fred answered from his living room in another quadrant of the galaxy. It was morning there as far as John could tell. It could have been the middle of the night for all he cared; Fred would still answer his call and offer him the same amount of attention. "I can look through what we've got and let you know if anyone stands out. Are you listening in on ONI? If they're involved, there will be word."

"I've got a guy working on it." Even as John answered, he was typing up a message to said hacker.

Fred was quiet for a beat before he commented, "A month's a long time, John."

"I know." John could read between the lines, and whether he was reassuring Fred or himself was unclear when he responded, "The messages made it clear that Sam wasn't to be hurt. I didn't get the impression he wants her dead."

Fred didn't contradict him. "What's your move?"

"Locate the target. Neutralize the threat," John replied mechanically as he finished the latest message and sent it off. His gaze refocused on his friend as he finished, "Get her back."

"You stick your neck out again, John, and you're breaking the ceasefire we have with ONI."

"It was never going to last long anyway." It was only then that John caught himself and recognized how quick he was to dismiss Fred's point. The Spartans and ONI were at a standoff for the time being. Shooting the first shot wasn't a burden he should take lightly. Maybe he was too close to this to see clear. His mind fired off these thoughts in a second, so that he paused before asking Fred, "What would you do?"

The Spartan scratched at a scar cutting through one of his dark brows and mulled it over for a full five seconds. His face was stoic when he answered, "I'd save her."

That was all the confirmation John needed. An alert popped up in one corner of the screen, and he reported, "Heard back from Boone. If ONI's involved they've been silent about it. He picked up something else though."

"What?"

"He wants to talk about it on the phone. Hold on. I'm calling him."

Without hesitation John patched a call through to the exiled intelligence officer who appeared onscreen in a window beside Fred. He'd come back from the dead, so John wasn't happy about reaching out to him and asking for a favor. Evidently Boone was laying low working nights at a security post (the irony wasn't lost on John) and had been nipping at the bit to crack his knuckles and break through some firewalls.

"What have you got for me?" John prompted shortly.

Noah yawned, reminding John that it was the middle of the night where he was, and countered, "Good to see you too."

"It's not a social call, Boone."

"Right…" He leaned back in his chair and relayed, "If ONI had something to do with Sam's disappearance, they're keeping a tight lid on it. What I did find in relation to the ZENITH Program –"

"ZENITH Program?" John interrupted.

"Sorry, I figured out Operation: VIS was part of a program, codename ZENITH."

John added this to his mental file on that operation and asked, "So ONI has Sam or not?"

"What I was getting at," Boone continued with a subtle hint of aggravation, "is that some of the program participants have gone missing. Presumed rogue."

"Shit," Fred exhaled.

Noah perked to attention at the voice. "Lieutenant Fred?"

The Spartan smiled briefly. "Present, Boone."

The man grinned, a fanboy to his grave it seemed, and quipped, "The irony is that they're citing actual psychological breaks resulting from the biological and psychological modifications as the cause." He waited for the Spartans to join in his joke only to recognize the silence. His shoulders dropped, and he explained, "Karma."

"You think one of these rogue soldiers has taken Sam?" John asked.

"Hell if I know," Boone countered. He laced his fingers and cupped the back of his head to relieve the pressure from his neck. "You asked me to listen in to ONI's chatter. I'm reporting what I heard. They're worried one of their agents will appear and smear their reputation. The investigation into the SPARTAN Program is still ongoing and with the riots and the media shit storm…"

"It could be possible one of those soldiers is trying to complete the mission. He might still think he's active," Fred suggested.

The silence hummed as all three men digested this hypothesis.

"It's crazy," John said slowly still piecing together how that theory fit with the evidence and admitted, "but it makes sense." If that were the case, Sam was in the hands of psychologically unstable, special ops trained agent. John's tone concretized when he commanded, "Boone, send me the info on the rogue soldiers."

"I'll see what I can do," the man offered.

"Double time, Boone. We need to find her."

"Got it." He sat up in his seat and cracked his neck, withholding another yawn but seeming to snap himself back to attention. "Boone out."

The feed cut out leaving Fred and John to finish processing what this latest turn of events meant.

"If he's trying to complete the mission, John, he's coming for you," the lieutenant spoke first. "It could be a trap, this whole thing with Sam."

"Probably," John agreed.

"We'll have your back. I can be there."

"Stay where you're at, Fred," John intervened without hesitation. "If things go sideways, I'm going to be the one to take the fall."

The Spartan lieutenant's face shaded with misgivings. "That's fucking stupid, John."

Again, John nodded his agreement. He couldn't argue against Fred's logic. But it started with him, and it would end with him too.

"You're going to have to lay low after this," Fred commented next but didn't allow his frustration to taint his tone. His words were sharp as his combat knife, but nothing else betrayed his concern. "Are you ready for that?"

He smirked. "I never liked the spotlight."

Fred glanced over his shoulder and back at the camera to signal someone at his door. Probably the doctor he'd crossed paths with several times during his career and had found reason to stumble upon again now that he was on leave. A woman's voice called out his name to confirm John's suspicions, and Fred explained, "I have to go."

"Keep your head down, Fred. If there's more of these guys, we don't know where they'll pop up."

"Worry about yourself. And get Sam back." He paused tellingly but didn't speak whatever thought was holding his tongue. Instead, he offered, "Call me if I can help."

"See you around, Fred."

The call cut out without another word exchanged leaving John in the motel room alone with his thoughts. Sasha was raiding Hiro's munition supplies and would return soon expecting news from John. He exhaled and rubbed his hands across his face working out the tension that had built along his brow. He didn't need to show Sasha that this twist had him worried. It would only triple her concern. He assumed his stoic, stone-faced expression perfected from years of practice and considered his data pad. He had time to think about that ancient beast with numerous heads. _Was it 7? 8?_ John couldn't recall. For every head the hero cut off, two more would sprout up in its place. While he awaited Boone's message with the rogue agents' files, John tried to remember how the hero killed it.

O O O

She was losing to a migraine that almost paralyzed one half of her face before she even opened her eyes. She groaned futilely into the fabric of a cushion. Slowly her eyes opened, closed, and opened again struggling to focus on the space around her.

"Morning, sunshine."

Sam's face screwed in a mixture of pain and anger at that tone, and finally her eyes made sense of the shadows and shapes surrounding her. She was in an apartment—_Who's place is this?_—and laying on her side on a couch, while he was standing at the stove in the kitchen cooking. Fighting back the nausea that came with such an intense headache, she pushed with her shoulder and forced herself to sit up. Her head hung limp for a moment letting the blood settle so she could decide whether to vomit or not. Only then staring down at her lap did she realize that her pants were missing. She sat in her underwear and camisole with her ankles bound and her hands bound at her back. She couldn't even cross her legs.

"You've still got some fight left in you, I'll give you that. But you have to watch out for that bum arm," he commented from the kitchen and glanced over at her. "It's going to get you in trouble."

It had been the better part of a week since she escaped the bounty hunters. They were easy to outwit and outmaneuver. She only stayed with them so long because of the time it took to transport her to the drop point. Evidently once they realized what a bounty they had caught, they were interested in sussing out competing bids prepared to sell her off to the highest. The man across from her currently occupied with something as nonchalant as cooking eggs at the kitchen stove hadn't upped his bid as far as Sam knew. Rather, he had made a threat potent enough for the bounty hunters to deliver her in one piece. That had granted her valuable information about her current captor. She knew that she needed to avoid him, so no sooner had the bounty hunters landed on this moon than Sam broke free and took off. So began the chase that lasted far longer than it should have. Truly, Sam thought he enjoyed pursuing her and watching her scramble desperately out of his grip. It was a game of cat and mouse for him. But it came to a head in their brief scuffle hours prior. She remembered it in bits and pieces but mostly the final blow—a syringe to the neck.

_Coward_, she growled inwardly, and her eyes rolled up to spear him from under her brow. "Are you some kind of pervert?"

He turned off the stove, plated the scrambled eggs, and approached her. "No, nothing like that. I had to check and make sure you weren't hiding anything. You understand." With that he sat on the edge of the coffee table in front of Sam who unconsciously leaned away deeper into the couch. He pierced a few fluffy bits of egg and extended it toward her face.

She furrowed her nose and looked away.

He waited for her eyes to find him from the corner of their sockets before he lifted the fork, chewed the eggs, and swallowed thickly. "Not my best," he commented as he stabbed a few more pieces, "but they're not going to kill you."

Sam turned to him again, but her lips were sealed.

His hand fell a few degrees with the fork in it, and his features hardened subtly visible in his eyes more than anywhere else. He reminded Sam of a caged animal. There was this charm that acted as a thin veil and beyond that some predator stalked restlessly waiting for its chance to strike.

It bared its teeth when he commanded, "Eat. And I'll give you your pants back."

Sam's gaze narrowed, still tangled in his own, and she reluctantly parted her lips for him to feed her. The eggs were overcooked and rubbery. Not the food to calm her nausea, so she swallowed quickly and asked, "Are you one of them?"

He stabbed a few more pieces of egg and looked at her with a neutral, blank expression that Sam couldn't read.

"Operation: VIS," she clarified.

He grinned, but it was an odd, plastic smile that didn't affect any other part of his face. "Something like that."

Suddenly blood trickled out of one side of Sam's nose, and her captor quickly grabbed a rag, cupped it to her face, and pinched the soft part of her nose while forcing her to lean forward to drain the blood.

"Side effect of the drugs," he explained. "I should have made you eat sooner."

Sam was forced to breathe through her mouth into the edges of the rag dampening the fabric. Her eyes watered, and she could feel some of the blood sliding down the back of her throat. She swallowed thickly likewise pushing down the nausea for a moment longer. Her attention fell to her bound hands and ankles, and she carefully tested the restraints for any give or weak points but found that they were zip ties fitted snuggly to her skin. Sam wondered briefly whether she could even slip her hands under her backside to a better strategic position.

_If the opportunity presents itself, you're going to have to_, she mused, but soon a wiser part of her answered, _No opportunity will present itself with this guy. _She exhaled slowly and forced herself to think. _Make an opportunity, Sam._

At that moment, he released her nose, helped her sit back against the couch, and watched carefully to be sure the bleeding had stopped.

His gaze wandered up from her nose to her eyes, and she said, "You must have a name."

He set the rag aside and picked up the fork again, replying, "Rook," as he extended the eggs toward Sam.

"What kind of name is that?" she asked and chewed the lukewarm, overcooked eggs. Her stomach churned, but she swallowed.

"Rook captures the queen."

"Aren't you supposed to bring me back dead or alive... preferably dead."

He smiled and set the fork on the plate finding a topic more interesting than force feeding her. "There's an endgame." He extended his hand slowly out, wiggling his fingers through the air and watched her with hawkish excitement. "Long-term. We're just pieces on a chessboard."

Something about the gleam to his eyes made Sam's chest tighten intuitively. "What's the endgame?"

He continued smiling to himself and stabbed more eggs.

"What good does capturing me do?" she challenged. "Even if you kill me, my message is out there circulating."

Without warning, he laughed. "It was a good speech," he admitted despite his patronizing look. "'Soulless action figures' was heavy-handed, but otherwise it was inspiring..."

Sam searched his face trying to find the tells to signal what caught his attention, what angered him, anything, but there was this mask quality to his features. He seemed to mimic expressions without understanding the feeling that generated them. The disconnect was unsettling.

"I admit you're not what I thought you'd be," Sam commented.

Rook leaned back as if to invite her full inspection. "I'm a later model. New and improved."

Despite his invitation to examine him, Sam kept her gaze fixed in his. His eyes were the only thing that seemed real, but she couldn't decipher the wildness in them. "Why are you keeping me here?"

"Sometimes you put your queen out to lure in your opponent," he replied.

Apparently he liked his chess metaphors, that much Sam could infer, which implied he appreciated strategy, calculations, patience. "It's been a month since you sicked your boys on me," she said. "What are you hoping to catch?"

A dark grin rippled across his face, and Sam's stomach dropped as it hit her.

"John?"

"You can't build on broken foundation." At last he set the plate aside to fully address this line of questioning. "You have to clear the ground. Start from scratch."

The rug had been pulled out from under Sam, but her heart was racing like her thoughts. "What makes you think he'll come for me?"

"C'mon, Sam," he challenged dubiously and started laughing. "I wasn't sure either at first, but I snuck some footage from the Pit, a nice clip of you and him, into his hospital room. You should have seen his face… I knew then."

She caught her breath realizing how close he had been to John and to deliver such a specific threat. She couldn't imagine what John must have thought. "Why didn't you face him then? Why the cloak and dagger?"

His laughter died down, allowing his odd vacant expression to return despite his twisted smile. "It wasn't the time."

_You're crazy_, Sam realized all too late. _You want to use me as bait to get to John?_ In that moment, her fear began turning like the tide. The further this conversation progressed, the more her blood began boiling. Pure, white, hot anger electrified her and told her should wasn't going to let that happen. "I need to…" her words hung tellingly in the air, and she wondered, "Is there a bathroom?"

The smile faded signaling an end, though Sam wasn't sure she understood to what. He picked up the plate and commanded, "Finish your breakfast first."

Sam managed to stomach the rest of the cold eggs if only out of sheer determination. _Get to the bathroom. Find something sharp. Cut the binds. Take him out, _she reviewed in her head. Then she recalled how fast he was last she faced him. _You can't win in a fight, Sam_, she reasoned. _Cut the binds. Neutralize him... Run._

When she was finished eating, Rook scooped her up, carried her to bathroom, and set her down in front of the toilet. He reached for her hips as if to pull down her underwear, and she swung her pelvis away from him, snapping, "I can manage."

Rook let his hands fall to his side and walked over to the doorway to stand purposefully, waiting.

"I can't with you standing there," she said.

"I'm not letting you out of my sight again."

A powerful beat passed where neither moved, and Sam calculated her options. With him in the doorway, there was no hope of finding something to cut her binds or gaining an advantage. She exhaled slowly and decided, "I'll hold it. Now give me my pants back."

Rook granted her his icy plastic smile, picked Sam up, and carried her back to the living room to sit on the couch. He knelt at her feet and withdrew a knife to cut the zip tie at her ankles. Before he could, he titled his head back and served Sam a chillingly vacant look. "If you break my trust, you don't get another chance."

She sustained his gaze, switching back and forth between his eyes. One iris was subtly darker than the other. She didn't know what to make of that. Instead, she nodded. He bent over and cut open the tie, and she instantly drove her knee up toward his face. He caught her and laughed at her predictability. She smiled and kicked her foot out right into his crotch with every ounce of power she could muster. The way he doubled over was the most sincere expression Sam had seen out of him. She didn't have time to savor it because she swung back and head-butted him. As he fell back into the coffee table, Sam angled herself and kicked him heel first in the nose three times. Blood poured out of his nose, and he was stunned, pained, and disoriented enough to give Sam time. _Now or never, Quinn!_ Months of yoga paid off when she found she was flexible and strong enough to slip her bound hands under her butt. Without hesitation she stole the knife that had fallen in the struggle. He reached for her, and Sam cut open his cheek.

In the next moment she was running out the door hearing him howl to life behind her. She'd unleashed that monster, and she sawed open the zip tie at her wrists. A bullet grazed her shoulder. Another flew inches from her face into the wall. She darted around a corner hearing the shots ring out after her. She kept running out of the apartment complex into the afternoon sun, not even taking a moment to orient herself, before she ran to the left into the crowded streets of this city. He wouldn't open fire into the crowds, she hoped, but she couldn't disappear seamlessly into their ranks. A barefoot woman in her underwear running through the city caught attention, and she quickly turned down an alleyway to hide behind a garbage bin.

Sirens echoed in the distance. Surely someone in the neighborhood had called the police after hearing the shots fired. Her heart was hammering in her ears, and her breath shuddered irregularly in and out of her mouth. _You're out of shape, Quinn!_ she growled inwardly. _You have to put some distance between you and him. _Her eyes fell to her bare legs, and she added, _You have to find some goddamn pants._ The sirens drew closer, and Sam hoped they would spook him. All at once, she darted out from her hiding place and took off again through the labyrinth of corners. They were in the slum of an overcrowded city with buildings stacked one up to the other. She wanted to lose herself in the turns to be untraceable, but she couldn't help sensing that she was disorienting herself and running in circles.

A bullet flew past her from above, and her stomach dropped as she realized Rook was on the rooftops looking down on her. In this cramped space, she was like a rat in a maze. She ran harder trying to find some nook to jump into. Bullets showered her footsteps, and suddenly she was lifted from her feet and pulled into cover just as a bullet cut through her hair where it would have pierced her skull. She instinctively lifted the knife to cut at her captor, but long firm fingers held her wrist in place so that her blow never landed. As her eyes focused, the knife fell from her hand like her mouth falling open.

His hair had grown long, a ruddy reddish brown that curled out from under the cap he was wearing. His pale features had warmed from regular exposure to sunlight outside the case of his armor. The pale wisps of scars were more noticeable that way but many hid behind the shade of a trimmed beard shaping his jaw. Although he felt taller and broader than she remembered, John looked surprisingly normal in pants and a shirt with a thin jacket over that. He'd come.

He too was scouring her appearance likely looking for wounds and instead getting an uninterrupted view of her. If Sam weren't so stunned, she might have been self-conscious. John slipped his jacket off his shoulders and passed it to her without comment, and in the next moment the bullets started again. He grabbed her arm and tucked her behind him in the narrow doorway.

Sam realized her hands were shaking when she slipped them through his jacket. Her bare feet were bleeding from running through the city when she stared down at them. The jacket hung down to her thighs and swallowed her with the lingering warmth from him; she zipped up the front and rolled up the sleeves while her mind sluggishly processed the implications of John's appearance. He'd come. That was what Rook wanted. Her anger roared to life inside her.

John stepped forward, scouring the edge of the rooftops above them. He could hear the firefight overhead. Sasha must be holding the guy off, he recognized and began strategizing how to extract Sam when he felt a firm punch in the arm. Frowning, he turned and glanced at Sam whose pale surprise had faded. John expected a smile at most but was instead rewarded with a hardened look of aggravation.

"What are you doing here?" she hissed.

John's eyes narrowed. "Take a guess."

"You should have stayed out of it," she returned firmly. "You and Kelly look good together."

John was surprised to know she had been spying on him, but nothing in his features indicated this. It was only notable in his brief silence before he challenged, "You want me to take you back to Takeda?"

Sam wasn't as gifted at masking her emotions, so the shock washed across her face. In its wake, a small smile tugged at the corners of her lips. "You came for me?"

John wasn't sure whether to smirk at the awe in her eyes or to roll his own in frustration. A delivery guy on a motorcycle heading their way distracted him from replying. Without hesitation, John stepped out of the doorway, clotheslined the guy off the back, and picked up the bike commanding Sam, "Go. I'll cover you."

She searched the rooftops above them before she darted out to stand beside John. First, she considered the deliveryman rolling in pain feet from them, and then her gaze steadied on John. "What about you?"

"I'll find you," he said.

Sam allowed her gaze to drift from John to the motorcycle and back to the Spartan, clearly weighing her options. No sooner did her eyes land on him than she rushed forward suddenly almost jumping into his arms with the strength she grabbed his face and kissed him. He bent over her, one arm caught her waist to hold her steady, but it was dangerous to encourage her. She was softer than he remembered molding against him, and he could have lost himself in collision of his memory of her and the very real weight of her there in his grip. She pulled away first, looked at him through heavy lashes, and warned, "Don't make me wait."

He had half a mind to pull her to him again and not allow her from his side, but the firefight continued overhead; bullets rumbled like thunder, beckoning him. Reluctantly, he released her, stepped back, and watched her straddle the bike and take off down the alleyway. When she tore around a corner and disappeared from sight, John looked up. He needed to end this.

In the next moment, he kicked down a door and bound up the stairs three at a time to burst out the rooftop door, oblivious to the civilians inside who were cowering from the gunfight and began screaming at the sight of a Spartan rushing through their home. It took him mere seconds to locate Sasha a few rooftops over pursuing the man who had abandoned the fight with the Spartan. He was running over the close rooftops, leapt across the narrow gap between two, rolled over his shoulder to maintain him momentum, and kept running. John was out of range for his pistol.

"_He's locked on Sam_," Sasha warned sharply over their COM. "_I don't have a clear shot_."

John was already sprinting after the man. He had a head start on the Spartan, but that meant nothing. "Stick with Sam," John commanded. "I've got him." He picked up his speed and aimed for an impossible jump. It cut across an intersection. He heard the sirens of police cars under him, the lights flashing off the buildings around him, and he narrowly caught the edge of the roof with his feet planted on the brick side. The cops were too stunned by the leap to immediately respond. John hoisted himself up in one attempt, swung his legs over the edge, and drew his pistol. Delayed shots rang out behind him but couldn't distract the Spartan from his target. His gaze narrowed to focus acutely on the man running ahead of him and bobbing across rooftops. He exhaled slowly, waiting for that moment when his body found complete stillness, and his target jumped between buildings. The pistol recoiled in his grip, the bullet clipped the man's arm, and the man disappeared from sight when he landed.

"_Police are moving in_," Sasha warned from her position.

"Hold them back," John commanded and took off running after his target unconvinced that he could go down by one hit.

"_On it._"

The police were too busy with Sasha to bother addressing the Spartan overhead. He made quick work of the buildings separating him from his target, keeping his attention fixed on the spot where the man went down, but John had since seen no movement to suggest he was alive or that he had made the jump. It was possible he had fallen to the ground level below and with any luck had broken a few bones but had not gone that down easily. John wasn't going to let a fall take his kill.

He jumped from a building to a lower roof, looking below him where he saw no sign of the man's body as he crossed the space, bur as soon as his feet landed on the roof, body coiling to absorb the impact, he saw movement from the corner of his eyes. His pistol was aimed in a flash for the man who stepped out from his cover with his gun trained on John. Like all the other ZENITH Program participants, this man was painfully normal in stature and size with neat blonde hair and tanned skin. His blue eyes seemed that much sharper when contrasted with the bloody swollen mess that was his nose. Likewise, his right cheek was sliced open and bleeding heavily. John's shot had grazed his bicep but hadn't seemed to pierced his flesh. His fall had been a ruse.

Painfully slowly seconds passed with both locked on each other but neither pulled the trigger. At last, the man smiled in an odd way to reveal his bloodstained teeth. "Master Chief."

John said nothing, but Sasha reported in his ear, _"Sam's out of the line of fire. I'm drawing police away._"

As if privy to the conversation, the man suddenly reacted but not in the way John anticipated. He lifted his gun, still smiling peculiarly, set it on the ground, and kicked it away.

John's acute gaze watched every minuscule movement, but the Spartan did nothing.

The man seemed to expect as much when he drew his knife and simultaneously threw down the gauntlet.

John could flex his finger and end this in less than a second. But the challenge was seductive. He imagined Sam standing before him in barely anything and bristled to think what had taken place in the past month. His jaw set in a sharp line, and he dropped his weapon to draw his combat knife as well. It seemed like better sport. They were supposed to the be the successors to the Spartans? He'd put it to the test.

"I can't go back empty-handed," the man warned.

"You won't go back," John returned coolly.

"This is just the beginning," the man assured him almost sounding amused despite his bizarre plastic expression. "Kill me, and a hundred more will come."

John drew his shoulder blades together until there was a pleasant crack that released the tension along his spine. "I could use the practice."

The man's fixed expressed wore at the edges when he threatened, "You can't protect everyone."

"You talk too much." John struck in a flash, and the man barely caught his attack. Closer now, the Spartan could see the fight in the man's eyes.

The man instantly threw off John's blade and swung across John's neck. John stepped back to avoid each attack before he twisted his shoulders to avoid the blade stabbing at his right side and caught it with his hand. He sliced down across the man's chest, but he twisted out of John's reach. Immediately he used the momentum to guide his next offensive attack slicing up and down with precision and forcing John to rely on his speed to avoid the attacks. Just as the man was slicing down again, John caught the outside of his forearm with his own, swung his arm over to the opposite where John had a firm grip on his wrist, holding him in place when he struck back. The man barely dodged it and took hold of John's wrist to likewise hold him.

John didn't hesitate to use his strength physically pushing the man back toward the edge of the roof. Unlike his comrades, this man was stronger no matter what his size suggested. He twisted the knife in his grip and pointed it at John's face, pushing back until their arms were shaking between them with the tension building poised to break. All at once, John released his hold on the man and saw the blade fly past his cheek. With his free hand, the Spartan landed a hook into the man's ribs that knocked the air out of his lungs and pushed him back. He swung down taking the offensive and sliced open the man's arm before he could twist out of the way. John swung over and down, but the man ducked under the attack rather than face it and slid on one knee to find his gun on the ground. So much for a fair fight.

John lunged after him just in time to rip the gun to the side where the bullet veered past his waist. They stayed like that, staring at each other in close contact with muscles reverberating from the strength to hold each other off. At that moment, another gunshot fired off, but it wasn't the rogue agent. Instead, it hit him in the gut, and he gritted his teeth subtly. A SWAT team had taken up position on a rooftop not far away.

Without hesitation, the two men ducked for cover in opposite directions as more fire rung out around them. The man began exchanging fire briefly with the team, and John took the opportunity with the team distracted to slide off the roof, fall through an awning that helped soften his fall, and roll back to his feet. Members of the SWAT team down below engaged him, and he made quick work of those three and took the opportunity to police one of their rifles as well as a walkie talkie to be informed of their movements.

"_Suspects fleeing on foot. One Spartan headed toward Bravo team. One male suspect retreating toward the roadblock."_

John tucked the rifle against his shoulder and doubled back down an alley toward one of the main roads. With the team talking in his ear, it was like having eyes everywhere.

"_Male suspect's approaching roadblock. Prepare to engage… Oh shit—"_

Shots rang out echoing within the narrow corridors between buildings and intensifying until it sounded like fireworks going off. John immediately took to a jog, rounded a corner, and peeked around the edge to see police officers down. The man commandeered a vehicle and peeled out, not sparing the last officer whom he hit on his way out. The officer rebounded across the top of the car and fell motionless behind him.

At that moment, shots flew down from above, and John was forced to twist and engage with the SWAT team advancing across the rooftops. He neutralized their sharp shooter, calculated his options, and took off running down the block to the remains of the police roadblock. He jumped behind the wheel of an unmarked SUV, threw it into reverse, even as windows shattered around him from gunfire, and sped off down the road after the rogue agent. _I look like the enemy_, he mused, _but I'm doing you guys a favor._ He needed to take out this agent before more damage was done.

The police car was compact and efficient at taking the narrow turns in a cramped city, swerving around other cars, and overtaking intersections. John was on his heels all the same but less elegant in such a large car. Briefly he thought about the Innie lieutenant out there unarmed and without cover… His foot hit the gas hearing the engine roar to life as he edged closer to the rogue Zenith.

It had taken Sam far too long to navigate the city's cramped streets, avoid the onslaught of police vehicles, and edge around barricades. It slowed her down too much. To her simultaneous relief and concern, the police were soon distracted by something else and divided. Some tried to pursue her, but she'd managed to lose them by the sheer agility of riding a bike through the cramped slums. They weren't able to follow her down three flights of stairs though they tried. The bottoms of their cars were mangled in the process, and one car even flipped. Because of the roadblocks and the commotion, she found herself on a back road, heading out of the city and weaving between cars to reclaim the time she'd lost trying to escape. It looked like she was headed toward plains and instantly regretted the lack of cover, but her options were few and far between. Her only mission was to escape, find cover, and hope John found her.

She heard the roar of the engine before the bullet flew past. Immediately she swerved to evade the attack from behind her and barely had time to glance over her shoulder and make out the police vehicle on her six.

"Motherfucker," she growled under her breath, revved the bike, and picked up her speed to race ahead.

The gunfire continued sporadically around her, and the few cars on the road swerved and honked their horns at the vehicles speeding down the road. Sam swung into oncoming traffic to avoid a compact car ahead of her, saw a truck flash its lights and blare its horn, and barely squeezed in front of the car again before the truck flew past close enough she could feel the wind knocking her. Her adrenaline was pumping so that she wasn't able to recognize her close brush with death as anything more than a command: _John's not going to find you as roadkill, Quinn!_

The police car sped up after her but was knocked off course by a black SUV. John almost forced the man off the road, but he turned the wheel and drove John into the lane of oncoming traffic. The Spartan was forced to hit the brakes and duck behind the car to avoid a head on collision.

The agent sped up, darted into the oncoming lane, and he aimed for Sam.

She glanced over her shoulder only then realizing that the driver wasn't police but Rook. Her eyes met his, and she saw the pistol aimed her direction.

The black SUV rear-ended the police car, and Rook missed his shot. He was pushed onto the shoulder when Sam swerved into the oncoming lane, and John wedged between them acting as a shield to block the gunfire. One bullet grazed his arm, but he held steady. Rook tried a new tactic then, driving the edge of the police car into the side of the SUV, and though John held it steady, for a moment the hit knocked him into Sam's lane. She narrowly swerved to avoid getting sideswiped, and she glanced nervously at John. She couldn't run off the road at this speed.

He nodded firmly in a signal Sam could only guess, and swerved to his right knocking Rook onto the shoulder as Sam revved the bike and slipped in front of them. John managed to overtake the police car gaining that advantage of placing himself between the agent and Sam. He let off the gas, and Rook rear-ended him. He held the car steady even as the wheels jerked uneasily on the pavement, and he forced Rook to back off. He tried to overtake the Spartan, but each time, John swerved to block his advance. He shot through the back window of the SUV, but John didn't falter. Frustrated, Rook sped up and hit the back of the SUV once, twice, three times. On the fourth attempt, John suddenly swerved to the left to evade the motorcycle that had been abandoned in the road. The police car hit it straight on with such speed it's back wheels bucked up, it slid on its nose, and then it tumbled end over end, rolling off the road and into the plains on the side.

John skidded to a halt meters away, threw the SUV in reverse, and sped back to the site of the collision. Sam jumped up from a ditch on the side of the road and sprinted to the open door of the SUV. It was badly bent from Rook's hits and wouldn't close properly behind her, but that didn't matter. When she twisted in her seat, John was sitting next to her. Their eyes met briefly before John exited the vehicle, circled around to the back, and retrieved a shotgun. He loaded it while walking toward the police car overturned on the side of the road and cocked it. Sam flinched subtly at the two sharp cracks as he fired into the police vehicle.

A moment later, John returned, replaced the shotgun, and eased into the driver's seat once more. He leaned over to her without a word, unzipped his jacket from her shoulders, and reached inside. He began walking his hands along her waist up her camisole toward her arms and dipping under her bust.

"Maybe we should get somewhere safe first, John," she muttered in a quivering tone, aware that her cheeks had flushed just at the feel of his hands on her.

Finally, John found what he was looking for in the tag at the back of her camisole, and he sat back in his seat with a small, thin circular tracker between his forefinger and thumb. "He found you too easily," he explained and tossed it out the shattered window.

If possible, Sam's flush deepened with a shade of embarrassment and perhaps a hint of disappointment, but John didn't comment when he kicked the SUV back into drive and sped off down the highway before taking them off road across the plains. "I've got Sam," he reported sharply over the COM channel. "We're heading to the RV point."

"_Copy that," _Sasha returned._ "I'll call the cavalry_."

"Get out in one piece."

"_Don't worry about me. Just keep her safe, Chief_."

John glanced at Sam in that moment where she had flattened one palm on the ceiling while the other hand gripped the seat to hold herself still amid the jostling cabin. Feeling his gaze, she looked at him with wide, questioning eyes.

He smirked. "I won't let her out of my sight."

* * *
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Chapter 18  
>"For Everything A Reason"<p>

"_Omnia mutantur nihil interit." _– Ovid_  
><em>_("Everything changes, nothing perishes.")_

The RV point, Sam discovered, was not on the moon. She only realized this when she and John boarded a ship that had been hidden out in the middle of one of the many vast plains scattered across the moon's surface. The private ship featured little more than a control room and some personal space behind that. Not the type to boast a slip space drive; not the type for a prolonged getaway, but Sam didn't have time to consider what that meant. The Spartan began warming up the engines prepping to leave while Sam stood in the cramped space behind him trying to piece together the larger plan from the few clues John had spared her. One among them stood out from the others.

"What about Sasha?" Sam asked immediately.

"Hiro's picking her up," he answered without diverting his attention from the controls where he loaded a map and plotted their course onscreen in seconds.

"_What_?" she snapped and gripped forcefully to the edge of his seat.

John swept through a routine check of the ship to be sure everything was functioning. The engines shuddered to life a moment later, and Sam's knees bent instinctively to absorb the shocks. As an afterthought, he explained, "She's a decoy."

Where John was calm and precise setting a course away from the moon and out into space, Sam was growing increasingly distressed. "What do you mean 'she's a decoy'?"

"Hiro hired me to find you and bring you back," he continued and glanced briefly at her for the first time since the car ride over. "You need to sit down."

The ship began to angle back to take off in the next second, and Sam stumbled forward into the co-pilot's seat before the ship shot off into the sky. A rumbling tremored through the ship as they breached the atmosphere and propelled away from the moon.

That initial rumbling began to settle. The black expanse of space swallowed them. Soft beats from the console punctuated the stillness inside the room. A calmness washed over the ship far removed from the firefight they were fleeing, and likewise, Sam's anger had abated. Staring out at the space stretching around them, all she could ask was, "Where are we going?"

"I've got a place. You can stay there. No one will find you." At that point, John turned the controls on autopilot and finally twisted to grant Sam his undivided attention. "Are you hurt?"

Everything seemed to be happening too quickly, so that Sam was suspended between what they had left behind and where they were going. She stared at John for far too long waiting for his question to seep in and resonate. Eventually, she looked down at herself as if to verify what she thought she knew. His jacket was unzipped and fell open, granting her an uninterrupted look at herself, bruised but no significant injuries. It was hard to tell through the dirt.

"No," she muttered and stared at her bare feet which were almost blackened from running through the city. "Just dirty."

"We have a few hours," he said. "Go wash up. Then we have to catch a ride."

Sam looked up from herself and at John once more, struck by one word. "We?"

John's expression was impenetrable as ever, but he was calm when he said, "Head back to the left."

Sam stared at him longer. There were a thousand questions spinning around her head, none of which breached her lips. She forced herself up from the seat and followed his direction to the squashed corner shower that doubled as a bathroom. _Efficient_, she mused dryly when the door closed behind her. The light automatically flickered on overhead like the vent humming to clear the air. She slipped John's jacket off her shoulders, carefully folding it and setting on top of the toilet's closed lid. Her underwear and camisole were peeled away next damp from sweat and discarded carelessly into a corner. The cool air swept in to kiss her naked skin. The water took time to warm. She impatiently held the wand directing it toward her feet until it was hot enough to make her skin bloom red. She replaced the wand in its stand on the wall, too exhausted to bother with moving the water across her skin. Rather she stood there under its steady rain and stared down the valley between her breasts to the lines of dirt sliding down her chest, falling over her waist, and weaving across her thighs before finally disappearing down the drain. Darkened strands of her hair curled around her shoulders, arms, and breasts. The hot water dissolved the strength from her. Standing felt impossible, so she leaned against one wall and slid down until she was seated on the cold floor with her knees curled into her chest to wedge herself into the tight space. She angled her head back where the water wouldn't hit her face. The mist tangled in her lashes and laced her lungs, and it continued pouring down on her chest and knees in a steady stream. Her skin felt numb from the contact. Her breaths deepened. Her eyes were weighed down, falling lower and lower until they closed to keep the water out.

She woke up when the water was turned off, and the chill of the ship set in. Her eyes were groggy struggling to blink away the water clinging to her lashes so that she could see John standing over her. He unfolded a towel and held it open in front of her beckoning, "C'mon."

The exhaustion made her feel leaden and sat heavy in her muscles and bones. She couldn't command her legs. They felt atrophied from sitting for so long in the same position. She was forced to reach out and grasp John's forearms for him to help lift her up before she stepped forward into the towel. He wrapped it around her snuggly, but her skin was pricking to life under a thousand needles. Her damp hair felt like ice against her neck and upper back. All at once, her legs gave out, and John caught her easily since she was already leaning against him.

"Adrenaline wore off," he commented whether to her or to himself she didn't know. "I've got you." He picked her up in the towel cradling her under her knees and back. He squeezed her closer to him to fit through the narrow doorway, carefully guiding her feet through first before following. Her head hung heavy against his shoulder darkening his shirt with her wet hair, and she breathed in the smell of him feeling the familiarity prick her senses. He set her down on the edge of a thin cot attached to one wall of the squashed sleeping quarters where she sat mostly upright without his arms to hold her.

"We've still got a couple of hours before we arrive," he said and squatted in front of her to meet her gaze. "Sleep."

The drowsiness hung from her lids, but there was a different heaviness in her eyes focusing on him. "I don't want to sleep," she responded. Her arms released the towel from under them so that it pooled around her hips.

John's sharp grey eyes followed its descent. Her nakedness unfolded in front of him, and he gazed dumbly, struck by the suddenness and hypnotized instantly by the slopes and curves. Her hands took his, and he watched her place them on her smooth thighs. She guided him up into the crook of her hips under the damp fabric of the towel. Seeing his fingers disappear into the folds of the fabric and feeling the soft skin still sticky from the shower open to him was mind-boggling. His mouth went dry, and then he felt her two lips cup his bottom lip in something sweet and gentle just like the first time, before she sucked in a breath and kissed him harder. It shocked him to life traveling down to his fingers where they wrapped around her hips, sinking through the flesh to grip her bones. He crashed over her like a tidal wave, and she fed off the heat of their mouths moving together. His hands cupped her lower back next stretching up the feminine curve of her spine bent back trying to withstand his weight bearing down on her. He ripped the towel away and dragged her hips to him.

Her fingers blindly found the hem of his shirt and nearly tore it over his head in celebration. They were forced to part for that brief second, but soon his hands grabbed her face with his fingers curling around her and crushing her damp hair in his grip. She took his face as well, appreciating the pressure kindled between their brows in that moment and the way her face fit to his. His palms spread around her hips again to pick her up; she felt soft and warm in his hands, and her legs tangled around his waist. Her breasts stuck to his bare chest, the curls between her legs were still moist from the shower on his abdomen, and she was shivering whether from the cold or the want or both. He wedged her beneath him on the thin mattress of the cot.

The strong, massive expanse of his back was littered with scars. She traced her fingers along them like she could tally the bullets he'd dodged to arrive before her, and somehow that made her more desperate. She felt they were on stolen time, racing against the inevitable dawn that would end this dream and allow him to fade like a ghost into nothing. He felt real, firm, solid in her grip. She wanted to stretch her hands to hold more of him. His mouth was hot on her neck, taking his time moving down her sternum, but she was impatient. Her hands fumbled blindly with his pants, annoyed that a belt, button, and zipper would try to stand in her way. There was a moment her hands flexed to grip his waistband when she felt his teeth grab hold of her nipple, and then her hands fell to grip the material of his pants. She groaned softly and twisted on the bed beneath him. Her hips circled restlessly. He pulled lightly with his teeth, the heat from his mouth brushed her sensitive skin, and the brief prick of pain fed into a much larger pleasure churning deep in her belly. She tugged at his pants. The need uncoiled inside her and shivered to life. Chills spread across her skin.

When John returned his lips to hers, their eyes briefly to find the others barely inches apart, their mouths open and caught in the middle of a kiss, and it signaled an unexpected pause. He glanced down between them seeming sobered for that brief moment to fully appreciate her naked body opening to fit his chest in her grasp and her legs wrapped around his waist and pulling on him begging for more. She bit his eyebrow demanding attention, and he indulged in a fleeting smile at her impatience before lethargically drawing his gaze up her body to her face. The lingering amusement in his eyes stabbed a finger in Sam's urgency. She nudged him with her nose, challenging his patience with her commitment, and commanded, "Take them off."

He smiled in a dangerous way, lowering himself over her and devouring her lips painfully slow. She instantly wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his waist, twisting forcefully so that he was sitting on the bed with her straddling him, which she only accomplished because he allowed it. She liked to lead, that much he knew, and she was always rushing into everything. She almost ripped open his pants while biting his lower lip to try and steal the smile still lingering there, but the zipper stuck. Without hesitation one small hand slipped past his waistband reaching until her fingers curled around him, and she felt his smile falter against her lips. She was the one to grin victoriously. She had a firm grip letting her hand slide down the length of him even as her hips flexed instinctively driving her pelvis against her forearm caught between them. He grabbed her face and rewarded her with a dense kiss that tasted like he was waving a white flag. She kept her pace steady molding the firm flesh into her palm and flexing her hips to bob with her hand miming what she truly wanted. Her mouth strayed from his hearing his heavy breaths in her ear when she nibbled along his jaw. His beard was rough on her lips and cheeks until she found his ear. She taunted, "We have _hours_."

Either her words or her hoarse tone broke his patience. His arm cupped her lower back, he lifted her up, and he yanked his pants down with the other hand. Her knees slid open wider when he lowered her down again, his hands gripped her thighs, and he felt her muscles coil drawing taut against the bone when she eased herself over him. Her hands curled against his chest, her brow knit in subtle pain as she stretched to fit him, and a short groan left her lips. His hands slid up from her thighs to cup her butt easing some of the weight into his palms to hold her steady. Her hips rocked in his hands slow and careful at first testing the breadth of him a little at a time. He offered more than she was used to, but maybe that was the reward of numerous body augmentations. Shallow, short strokes that couldn't quench her thirst. She bit his lip and rolled her hips onto him until a low moan escaped her teeth. One hand wrapped around his shoulder to hold her steady, the other reached down to tangle in his fingers still molded to her backside. She pulled impatiently wanting him to release her lower, let her enjoy more of him. Her head fell heavy back between her shoulders when he obliged.

He didn't expect to slip in so easily when she was so tight around him he could feel it constricting the air in his chest. She didn't make a sound. The cry was caught in her throat; she only arched back seeming to bend in two as if that might make room for him. Her thighs flexed, and she drew herself up with his help before she fell again and again. She swung her head over her shoulder kneading her forehead into his chest, the long low moan finally escaping her lips, and she reached blindly for him needing his lips to distract her from the intensity. He crashed over her, crushing her in his grip, consuming her lips in one strong wave, his length driving up into her so that she butt her head up into his unable to still at the feeling of him. She moved with him. She rocked her hips. She kissed him losing herself in the familiarity of his lips, a prison to lock away every moan that escaped her. He fed on her whimpers and short cries letting each one travel through him to guide his hands that had taken over. Her legs were quivering in exhaustion, shuddering each time she forced them to flex and close to failing her.

All at once he flipped her under him where he had total control. He lost himself in her to be crushed and consumed. Each thrust sent her rocking in his arms, her breasts kneading into his chest. He grabbed her under her knees and forced them on either side of her ribs, opening her completely for him where he had access to every inch of her. He slid in slowly this time just to savor the feel of her swallowing him, deeper until his hips met the backs of her thighs. He funneled his weight into his hands driving her knees into the mattress and opening her up wider. Her hand gripped his forearms digging her nails into his flesh though he was too drunk on the feeling of her to notice. Even the pain was consumed by the pleasure coursing through him. He thrust slower. She fretted visibly on the bed. She was tighter like this, and his head hung between his shoulders watching himself disappear inside her folds.

He glanced at her, the askew smirk now exhausted and worn, and for once, she was sure she understood the cosmic joke. She rocked her hips as best she could when pinned under him, and he didn't need to be reminded twice. His hips started again moving fast into her, his length thrusting deep enough it knocked every moan and cry from her chest. He struck right against that need. Flint to timber, he set her sizzling in sparks of pleasure too intense to be coherent. Her chin curled in to rest on her chest as her whole body tensed to stillness. Only he moved out of her, in her, stroking deep inside her. Her hands gripped his arms tighter as his thrusts drew shallow and harder. Her body rocked with him like waves tossing her hips up each time to meet him, and the contact was sweet, dizzying pain. She groaned desperately, her fingers sliding down his arms until they found his buried in the flesh of her knees. Like a child they tangled in his not caring that they were crushed under his weight. In the space between them in the chaos of motion their gazes found one another, and something in hers broke him.

He careened forward, foreheads colliding, driving her back flat on the mattress, and she wrapped her arms around him to hold him close. Her body tossed on the mattress beneath him. Her nipples tangled in his chest hair. His thrusts not as deep but quicker, warning. She kissed him. The pressure had already kindled in her like he could snap his fingers and make her succumb on command. She was acutely aware of the dark trail of hair leading down his abdomen and how it rubbed against her emitting shocks of scorching pleasure. It was all too much. She couldn't think. She couldn't breathe. His chest crushed her further down, her breasts stilled between them, and it came in one, long, hard final push—in that low steady groan rumbling in his throat. It was all she needed, digging her fingernails in his back and feeling it so much more intense for the length of him jutting inside her. Her muscles contracted around his size, and she shivered uncontrollably under him.

The cot was too thin to roll off her, so he released her knees and sat back on his heels letting him likewise appreciate the view of her sprawled out listlessly on the bed in the aftermath. Her chest and face were flushed. The sheen of sweat covering her glimmered with each breath she gulped down. John smiled indulgently to see her like that. He'd never been with any woman who wasn't a Spartan, and she was soft and sensitive in ways he'd never experienced. It was a maddening push and pull between wanting to lose himself and restraining himself not to crush her. Her legs still subtly shook with tremors from exhaustion and the lingering quakes of pleasure washing through her. He idly massaged his hands down them, enjoying how she felt in his grip, until his hands fell into the crook where her legs met her hips. He drew his thumb across the curls there and noticed like an afterthought that her skin was imprinted with tan lines from a bathing suit.

"I like your hands," Sam commented lethargically as she took one of his to lift it into her line of sight.

At the comment, John twisted hers in his grip and considered it where the skin was smooth and her nails had grown long and were manicured. He noticed pale scars on her forearm from surgery to place pins and repair the shattered bones, and he recalled the distinct sound when that soldier snapped her arm. John scowled subtly and let his gaze move up her arm to her shoulders, one of which still bore a smooth pink scar from the bullet. His hands aided his search drawing a map of the battle on her skin.

Sam recognized his thorough inspection but couldn't move to self-consciously shield herself. Her muscles were pulp, so she asked, "What about you? I didn't think anything could take you down."

He thought of the final attack at the base of his neck and acknowledged, "It injected some sort of virus into my suit. Hit my spine too. I had to have surgery."

Sam frowned, grumbling, "Those assholes."

John snorted lightly, but talk of that day was quick to steal his humor as the events played in flashes before his eyes. One particular scene had repeated on a loop for months now, and his face steadied in a stony expression. He waited, hesitated, and admitted, "I thought you died."

Her eyes softened, and she agreed, "I did… Apparently my heart stopped during surgery."

John immediately recalled his dream—of her unbelievably peaceful and slipping away from him—and the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention.

"What?" Sam prompted, and John realized he'd allowed that brief alarm to taint his face.

"Nothing," he lied quickly. He walked his hands up her waist, appreciating the softness that came with months of captivity. She felt feminine and healthy unlike the scrawny lieutenant consumed by revenge he'd known months ago. He could fault Hiro for a litany of things, but he'd taken care of Sam. John exhaled and tilted his head, noticing a small tattoo on her ribcage. Some script in a language he couldn't read. "What's this?" he asked while drawing his thumb along it.

She grinned. "It's a secret."

"Matching tattoos with your boyfriend?" he guessed with dry humor.

"Wouldn't you like to know?" She arched her brows as a challenge, and his gaze left her tattoo to consider her.

Deadpan, he decided, "I don't think anyone wins in this situation."

Sam laughed and gradually confessed, "It's not that." Her laughter died down, her gaze remained tangled in his, and she whispered mischievously, "That one's somewhere else."

John's eyes narrowed subtly like she had presented a hunt. He commenced a thorough search without hesitation, scouring every inch of her with fingers and teeth and lips. He counted five small, surprisingly delicate tattoos hidden across her body as well as a thin gold ring in her navel that he tugged on taunting, "You are a hippie."

The flush swarmed Sam's cheeks and chest, and she was breathing heavily when she commanded, "Stop talking," and wrapped her legs around him.

O O O

It must have been a century later that Sam awoke to the feeling of the ship rumbling. She had died and been reborn in that time. She doubted she had slept as completely or fully since she was a babe, but she awoke with a renewed hunger needing to be fed. The cot was small enough she should have realized immediately that John was gone. She didn't believe the emptiness until her hands reached out to search the bed, and her eyes lethargically opened to assess her solitude. She propped herself up onto her elbows, frowning. A soreness resonated between her legs making her acutely aware of his absence and the lingering want he'd left in her to be filled again. She sat on the edge of the bed and noticed a short pile of clothes folded on the floor beside her. Seeing them, her stomach dropped with recognition, and she knew instantly.

Sam emerged from the room a moment later dressed in fitted jeans and a thin shirt that had been her favorite uniform for the past eight months. As soon as she stepped outside the room, everything went quiet. In the cramped space John reclined against a wall with arms crossed, Hiro faced him on the other side, and Sasha stood not far away. John's face didn't betray his thoughts even though she looked at him first, frowning in confusion and hurt that he had taken her back. Then Hiro offered her a sharp, pissed glanced, and finally Sasha smiled with tight, thin lips when Sam looked at her last.

"Sorry to interrupt," Hiro spoke first not sparing an angry bite to his words.

Sam looked at John and asked, "What's going on?"

"We need to talk," Hiro replied and headed out of the ship.

Sam lingered staring at John where her anger twisted her brow, both accusing and cursing him. He'd come to rescue her. He'd promised to take her away. She was prepared to leave everything behind, give him whatever she had left, and follow him. Did that mean nothing? Would he give up so easily? If he wouldn't fight, she would. Without hesitation, she bounded out after Hiro finding that their small ship had been docked inside a larger Japanese freighter. Yakuza thugs scattered around the docking station, but Sam didn't care about their numbers. She caught up to Hiro and ripped at his arm, forcing him to turn and face her.

"Who the fuck do you think you are?" she growled. "You think you own me?"

He was reluctant to face her, his face stern and impassive, and he didn't spare a look down her body before he found her eyes again. "I paid my dues," he returned, his tongue razor-sharp.

The contact of her palm with his cheek resonated within the dock, and the thugs jerked around them. Two Spartans materialized at Sam's back and effectively drew a line in the sand. Anyone who dared beyond that would face them. Sam didn't notice. Her attention was completely focused on Hiro who was gazing over one shoulder from the force of her hit, his pale skin warming with a red imprint on his cheek. He lazily rolled his jaw and turned to gaze down on Sam again. The pain resonated in his dark eyes, but it had nothing to do with her attack. She could have done worse and had to acknowledge that she had held back because it was him. Because it was him, surely he knew his words were that much more lethal. They faced each other at an impasse.

"Am I the enemy now, Sam?" he asked.

She stared up into his face feeling the friction of unspoken wordings crackling between them.

"Tell her what you told me," John's voice cut through the tension.

Her chin angled down slightly allowing her to glimpse him out the corner of her eyes behind her.

Hiro's gaze flicked up to the Spartans behind Sam and then back at the Innie. "We're not done," he warned her before explaining, "The guy who took you. He wasn't the only one. We've gotten word that the others are making trouble."

"Sounds like ONI's problem," Sam returned without hesitation. The more issues those soldiers caused, the deeper ONI dug its grave. Sam had done her job as far as she was concerned: the SPARTAN Program was finished, and any successive programs would likely fall under intense scrutiny never to see the light of day.

"Your boy crossed the line killing one of their agents," Hiro spelled out. "Spartans are fair game now."

Sam frowned densely searching Hiro's face for the truth as a thousand questions sprung to her tongue. "That was hours ago. How the hell are they already mobilizing? Where are you getting this from?"

"Boone's been listening in on ONI chatter since you went missing," John contributed, drawing Sam's attention away from Hiro to consider him.

"We were played," Sasha clarified with an angry bite. "You were bait, and we fell for it."

"This is bullshit," Sam muttered to herself, staring at John with heavy eyes. She'd been lured into thinking this was over, that there could be a happy ending after it all. But she'd just been chasing her tail. _This is never going to end,_ she feared.

"We need to figure out what our next move is," John said coolly.

They were allowed to board the freighter and granted access to the communications station to reach out to their various contacts across the galaxy. Information gathering took time, and Sam was sidelined again to her annoyance. For all intents and purposes, she had died eight months ago. She hadn't been in touch with any of her old contacts in that time. It was too dangerous for others. She left the two Spartans to call their comrades and found her way into the galley for breakfast. Rest had done much to heal her, but she needed food and coffee to fuel her attention. And she needed space to process what had taken place and the implications of these series of events. Rook had taken her intending for John to kill him. That alone was a hard pill to swallow. Maybe Rook had been right, and they were all part of some cosmic game of chess.

_Who's moving the pieces? Am I the queen, and does that mean John's the king? And what the fuck does any of that mean anyway? _She groaned futilely, eased her face into her hands, and kneaded the heels of her hands into her eyes. "I hate chess," she muttered to herself, sliding her forehead into one hand. A large figure ducked into the otherwise empty galley, and Sam straightened from her internal debate to grant John a lazy glare.

He approached all the same to sit across from her, looking at her half-eaten bowl of oatmeal first and then her. "How are you feeling?"

"You shouldn't have come for me," she answered instead finally finding a space and time to share this thought.

"That wasn't an option," John responded calmly.

"They're not going to stop until one of us is dead," she continued. Now that the words had been spoken, they rushed out of her all at once. "I should have died at the Pit."

His eyes cooled in a stern way. He'd seen enough combat not to throw those words around so lightly. "If I could go back," he said, "I'd still go after you. I'd still take him out."

Sam looked down at her oatmeal, stabbing idly at it with her spoon, to avoid his serious eyes. It was uncomfortable bearing that responsibility. She'd ruined the Spartans, and he'd helped her do it.

He mistook her silence and suggested, "You can make it to the hideout."

"Fuck you. You leave," she snapped and flashed her eyes at him.

He recognized his mistake. She wasn't angry at him, he understood, but she was livid that they were backed into a corner. It was easy to project her aggression toward him. He could take it. Inhaling, he acknowledged, "I broke the ceasefire. I knew there'd be consequences, but I thought they'd come for us. I didn't think they'd go after the others. I have to take responsibility."

"_I_ started it," she corrected irritably. "I'll finish it."

He watched her stabbing at her oatmeal and reconsidered his approach. In truth they'd only known each other for a little over a week. It was easy to forget that paramount fact considering she'd almost died for him and he'd since fought tooth and nail to get his hands on her. No matter the instinctual pull like gravity that tethered them together, all those fine points hadn't been uncovered. He hadn't learned the nuances to her looks yet or found the strategy to moderate her anger, so he was empty-handed watching her and admittedly surprised by his own incompetence. There was one thing he knew about her, leading him to say, "Permission to join."

Her head bobbed to attention with a sour expression, but she was looking at him, confused that he addressed her like a superior officer. Eye contact was an improvement. She scanned his face briefly perhaps fearing he was taunting her before she looked at her oatmeal again. "Granted… On one condition."

He waited expecting the worst like a demand that he abandon this mission when she dropped her spoon and eased her elbows onto the table, squaring herself off to face him.

He appraised the authoritative stance, but the severity in her eyes had faded.

"We're a team, John," she said. "Don't try to shake me."

He sustained her gaze not sure whether he was more shocked that his tactic had succeeded or that this was her condition. Ultimately, he conceded, "I'll keep that in mind."

A brief, fleeting smile flickered at the edges of her lips, and she took another bite of her oatmeal chewing thoughtfully. "Shouldn't you be reaching out to your contacts?"

"I'm waiting to hear back from a few," he answered. "They're on the move."

She nodded and chewed on another bite. "What's the plan?"

He eased his elbows onto the table. "Figure out who's behind the ZENITH Program. Take them out." It was a massive oversimplification of the inevitable plan, but for the moment, that was all he could offer.

She swallowed and flexed her brows in a dubious look. "Just you, me, and Sasha against the world?"

"I called in a few favors," he corrected. Once the team arrived, they could develop a formal strategy and make their move. Until then word was being passed along the Spartans to lay low. They couldn't be sure where the rogue agents would strike next.

She twirled the spoon absently in her grip. "Anyone I know?"

His gaze refocused on her when he returned from his thoughts. He paused tellingly and surmised, "Friends."

"Oh good," she murmured in a dry tone. Friends of his meant Spartans. They weren't exactly pleased with Sam to say the least. She offered a humorless smile and added, "Let's see how many try to kill me."

John didn't respond. They would all meet in two days' time. Who would stand on their side at the end of it, he could only guess.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's note<strong>: So, I lost a bet to myself in this chapter. I was trying to leave out any naughty bits, but when the mood strikes y'all... Magic happens (feeling smug and self-satisfied) Next chapter a reunion of epic proportions.

Thanks Rose Tsukiyomi as always for the sweet review. I promised something you would enjoy, and I hope I delivered on that promise! I'm glad you enjoyed the last update. Sam's definitely scrappy and gifted at squeezing out of tight situations, but like you said, it seems like Rook wasn't as rogue as the team thought. Sasha got out in once piece, but it seems like the battle's about to begin once again between the Spartans and the Zeniths. It'll start coming together and coming to an end eventually... I think haha :D


End file.
